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AW everyone m this world has the fate to cherish thefullestform of love. 
Some are ham, just to experience the abbreviation of it. 
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Dedicated to 

The loving memory of the girl whom I loved, yet could not marry 

Terr ja ant ka asa r kuch aim hud rftttjh pan 
tujhe dho&ndate dhoondate, maim khud ko paa tty a .., 

- Anonymous 

Otherwise, I wouldn’t have come across an author in me. 
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Days pass by somehow 
But nights now are a wagon of pain 
Injuries may heal with time 
Bu t marks will always remain 
Restless on my comfortable bed 
I toss and rum and try to sleep 
But thoughts are hulking my head 
And have formed a huge heap 
J he past is flashing its scorching light beams 
Tearing me apart, breaking me at the seams 
The darkness of my life is more visible in the dark 
And now / am try mg to give it a voice, trying to speak my heart 


Reunion 


I 


remember [he dare welh 4 rh March 
MXKi 1 was in Kolkata and about to reach Happy's home. [ had been 
vny excited all morning as I was going to see our gang of four after 
three years. After our engineering, this was the first time when all of us 
Manprcct, Amardeep, Happy and 1 - were going to be together. 
During our first year in the hostel, Happy and E were in different 
looms on the 4 :! floor of the Block-A building. Being on the same 
floor, we were acquaintances but I never wanted to interact with him. 
I didn't think him a good guy because of his fondness tor fights and 
ilie red on his mark sheet. But, unfortunately, [ was late in getting 
hack to the hostel at the beginning of the second year and almost all 
the rooms were already allotted by then. I was not left with any choice 
other than becoming Happy's roommate. And because life is weird, 
things changed dramatically and, soon, we became the best of buddies. 
The day our reunion was scheduled, he had been working with TCS 
for 2 years and was enjoying his onsite project in London. Happy was 
blessed with a height of 6T\ a good physique and stunning looks. 
And Happy was always happy, 

Man preen, or MP as we called him* is short-statured, fair and healthy. 
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J lie reason 1 use the word ‘healthy ss because he will kill me if I use 
rhe proper word - 'ht - for him, He was the first among us to gee a 
computer in the hostel and his machine was mother of countless 
computer games. In fact, this was the very reason Happy and i wanted 
to be friends with him, MP was quite studious. He had even cracked 
rhe Maths Olympiad in his school days, and was always boasting about 
it. His native place was Modinagar hut, at the time of this reunion, he 
was working with Ocwen in Bangalore. 

Amardccp was baptized 'Raamjf by ME 1 don't know when lie got 
this weird nickname or why, but it was probably because of his simple, 
sober nature. Unlike the rest of us at the hostel, he was not at all 
nocturnal and his rooms light would go off precisely at 11:00 pm. At 
times* MB, I fappy and E used lo stand outside his room a few seconds 
bdbre 11 and begin to count down, “10, 9, 8, 7, 6, 5, 4 , 3, 2, I... 
and Raamji has gone down. I> J he only mysterious thing about 
Amardeep was that tie used to go somewhere on his bicvcic, every 
Sunday. He never told us where he went. Whenever we tried to follow 
him* somehow lie would know and would digress from his path no 
shake us off Even today none of us knows anything about it. The best 
thing about the guy, though, is his simplicity. And, very importantly, 
he was the topper in the final semester of our Engineering batch. He 
made our group shine. He belonged ro Bareilly and was working wirh 
Evalueserve when he, along with MP, flew to Kolkata for the reunion. 

After college, all of us were pretty much involved in our stereotypical 
lives. C Jnc day, we found out that 1 lappy was coming back from 1 ondon 
for two weeks. Everybody was game for a reunion. “Happy s place in 
Kolkata* 4 : " March 2006,'' we decided. 

i in ally* on tEie scheduled date* T was climbing the stairs to Happy 3 
apartment two steps at a rime, It was about 12:30 in the afternoon 
when 1 knocked oil his door. His mom opened it and welcomed me in. 


As I had often been there, she knew me well. For me. Happy's house 
never meant roo many formalities. I was having some water when she 
told me that Happy was not at home and his cell was switched off, 

"Wow! And he asked me not to be latcA 1 murmured to myself 

A little 3:.i.ter, there was another knock on the door, J got up from my 
..hair to open it, as Happy s mom was in die kitchen. I pulled it open 
ro shouts of", “-Oh,,, Burrraaaaahhhh,Dude... Yeah... 
Huhaaaaaaaaa... QhaaaaaaaaaaK 

No. it wasn’t Happy, MP and Amur deep had arrived. 

Seeing your college friends after three years is so crazy and exciting 
that you don’t even realize you are at someone else : s place where you 
should show some manners and be polite, I hen again, the very purpose 
of this reunion was to recall our college days and this was the perfect 
start. While we made ourselves comfortable on the solas in the drawing¬ 
room, MP asked about Happy's whereabouts. 

"bids not on time in his own homed 15-aid looking ar MP and wc 
laughed again. 

hor the next half hour or so, the three of us talked, laughed and 
made fun of each other while eating lunch made by Happy’s mother. 
Yes* we started our meal without Happy. Ibis might not sound decent, 
but wc had genuine reason — nobody could predict his arrival, so there 
was no point in waiting. 

A little later, there was another knock. Happy’s mom opened the 
door, 

"Happy veaett&rF MP shouted, getting up from the dining chair. 

Aniardeep and 1 stared at each other. It seemed as if MP was going 
to shed rears as he hugged Happy. We remembered how these guys 
used to cry during their long boozing sessions, when their brains 
switched off and their hearts started speaking. Amardeep and I used to 
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■*" / top hod a f&ve story 

enjoy our Coke, while seeing them getting send. 

We all stood up to hug him and as- soon as that was done, we 
comimted our lunch. Happy also joined us. The food that day was 
very tasty. Or maybe it was just because we were having lunch together 
after so long and that made it special, 

Aker lunch, we moved to another flat, a Few floors above, in the 
same building. This was the second flat which Happy’s family owned, 
and was meant for relatives and friends like us. We were laughing -u 
one of MPs jokes while moving, in, and were probably still laughing as 
we fell on the giant couch in the drawing room— upside down- - legs 
on the couch and our torsos on the floor, arms spread across and facing 
di^ ceiling; we made ourselves comfortable. 

Nobody said anything for a few moments. And then it started again 

wuo Happy s big laugh. J guess be remembered some incident involving 
Raamji. 

Thar evening, the four of us in that flat were having an amazing 
time. Talking about our past and present. About those noc-so-good- 
Jookmg girls in college. About the porn we used to watch on our 
computer. About our experiences abroad and many other things. 

So which one did you like more, Europe or die States?” Happy 
asked me, getting up. 

Europe, I replied, still lying down and looking at the ceiling. 

VC hy? Amardeep asked. He always needed to find out the reason 
behind everything (though he never gave any reason for nor telling us 
where he went every Sunday during our hostel days). 

Europe has a history 1 he languages change when you leave one 
country and move to another. The food, die art and architecture, 
hi buhms public transport, the scenic beauty everything is just wonderful 
in Europe, I fried to explain. 



"■*' Rimmit"! Singh 


' You did not sec all this in rhe {.-S' 7 ' 

'Some dungs, like public transport, are not that good in comparison 
to Europe. You and your car are the only options in most of the states. 
New York being an exception You won i hear as many languages as 
you get to hear in Europe, 1 mean the US is damn advanced bur still. 

: would prefer Europe to the States.” 

Amardeep nodded and this meant his questions had ended, 

"This is the best thing about IT jobs, Amardeep. We get to visit 
different places which wc never dreamt oi during out college days, 
MF said to Amardeep, After college MP, I lappy and I joined 1 I hr ms, 
while Amardeep joined the KPO industry. He had never liked the 
hardcore software business. 

We were glad to be together again, finally, after the farewell night in 
college and we kept talking lor ho lets that afternoon. We were planning 
an outing for the evening when we realized how tired we were and how 
badly wc needed a little rest... J done remember which one o^ w hell 

t 

asleep first, that afternoon. 


"Wake up. you asses. It's already 6:30," 

Someone was struggling to get us our from our utopia of dreams. In 
the hostel, Amardeep was die first among us to wake up and, of course, 
the only one to wake up others. So we kncw r that it was out early- 
morning Amardeep. 

Still, bow can somebody thumping your door to get you out of bed 
be pleasant? Wc human beings have such a weird nature - while asleep, 
we hate the person who is trying to wake as up, but once we are awake, 
we tend to love that same person because he did the right thing. As 
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uh'.j.ij, Amardecp was successful in his endeavor. It was 7:00 in die evening, 
I liis was rile first time Amardecp and MP had come to tlicr t.irv, so 
we decided fo explore die streets of Kolkata, Fortunately our host 
possessed two bikes - ids own Pulsar and his younger brothers Splendor. 
V:'c got ready and pulled out the bikes from the garage, MP and i got 
tm the Splendor, Happy and Amardecp on the Pulsar. 

We crossed the river HoogEi. over die Vidya SagarSctu, shouting and 
talking to each other. Speed-breakers couldn't break our speed that- 
evening. And where were we? On cloud number nine. Being with your 
best buddies alter Such a long time is, at once, sentimental and thrilling. 

We went to the Victoria Memorial and few other places. At times, 
we got down to have some fruit-juice. At times, we halted to enjoy 
KoJkatas famous snacks and sweets. At times, we got down because 
one of us wanted to pee — which initiated a chain-reaction among the 
sesc of us. 

We were at some place, enjoying ice-tea in an earthen cup, when 
M.P asked, 'When do we need to get back home?” It was already i 0:30. 

"No worries, I have the keys fur the Oat upstairs. We can go any 
Lime we want. Hopefully, we will not move in before 1:007 Happy 
said, finishing his ice-tea down to the last drop. 

And where arc we going to be till then?" Atnardeep was concerned. 

Amardecp and his 11:00 PM sleeping time, I remembered, but 
didn't bring it to the others notice. 

1 lappj looked at me and asked with a smile, Shall we go to the 
Sarny place?" 

C)H, That one .,.: Before MPs dirty^brain-ccIJs could start thinking 
something filthy i tried to dear the picture. 'Gentlemen! Wc are going 
to a very cool place now, and I bet both of you will find it.. 7 

[ was trying to finish when MP became impatient and cut me off 
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"Ob vcs. f heard chat Chandrarmskhi was from West Bengal. So, arc 
we guys planning to,,’ His wicked smile and naughty eyes completed 
the question. 

"Youre nuts, Happy said, laughing, 

"Don’t think too much, MP just 1 bllow us, 3 added. 

Without revealing an}' more, we w ere back on our bikes, driving to 
our destination. 

It wasn't yet midnight when wc reached the place. The air here was 
■l little colder. At first glance it looked as if we were in the slums. There 
was. a run-down garage which was shuttered. Some trucks were parked 
outside. Their drivers were probably sleeping. We parked our bikes 
beside one of the trucks and walked through a small street to the right 
"■ the garage. The place was badly fir and utterly silent. Our voices 
and Footsteps rang out loudly. The sounds of insects added to the ecrioess 
of the place. MP heard a pack of dogs barking somewhere nearby. I 
don't know if he really heard them, though. Maybe it was just his poor 
lie art, beating loudly. 

“Shhh! I hey will wake up,' said Happy with a finger on his lips. 

'' Who?” Amardeep whispered, 

' l here arc people sleeping on the ground ahead. Watch your step7 
Happy said. 

“People! Sleeping on rite road?" Amardecp slowed down, ITu-v were 
local fishermen. Some were sleeping and some were lmug-over from 
home-made liquor. 

Suddenly the street ended in a wooden channel. This was a staircase- 
like structure going down, and we could hear a dull sound, like that of 
water beating against the shore. We stepped on this channel leaving 
behind the insect-sounds. 

In a tew seconds, we were at our destination, 
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-L Ji'-cc Hoogli, and wc were standing eic its bay, Arnardeep’s 

anti MPs fear turned into delight. 

t his is the Launch Ghat and* righr now, wc are in Howrah, This is 
die point from where the ferry takes you to the other side: KoEkata 
ci[y Happy announced, pointing across the fiver, 

Jn our excitement, wc jumped onto the wooden harhor-like structure, 

I nun the t hanneL Surrounding this harbor on diree sides was the river 

II us per i.ti velocity, ft was a beautiful night, with the moon overhead 
and the stars shining bright. And beneath this sky the four of us! 

Ac sat down beside one of the giant anchors in a corner of the 
harbor, The river raced against the cool breeze to meet the Bay of Bengal 
in the silence, the sound of water hitting the harbor was crystal clear. 
On the other side of the river was Kofkata. The tall buildings and the 
diajii of tiny, yellow lights reminded me of die New York skyline. But 
dm was much better, just because 1 was with my friends now, 

Wii-h OUT arms wide open, we breathed deep and long, inhaling the 
fresh, chill air, still intoxicated by the beauty of this place. That was 
hen Happy spoke up. 

"SoT he asked, looking at Am a rd cep. 

“What?” Amardcep asked in return, not understanding Happy s 
So. 

So, how is this place, dammit?" 

'X >hi This place? I cannot think of a better place than this. This is 
heaven,' 

And then, again, a cool breeze blew, embracing us. We laydown on 
the harbor. 

I bat was when the discussion started. A serious discussion; a 
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discussion that changed my life, It started with a no ther "So". 

"So?" Amardcep asked this time, looking at Happy, 

"'Wharf Happy asked, raising his chi a. 

"Whats the next important thing?'' Amardcep asked. 

"You mean dinner?" MP jumped in. 

"No, I mean the next important thing in life. Schooling - done. 
Engineer mg - do ne. Getting a good job - done. Going abroad - done 
Bank balance -in progress. What's the next milestone?" 

"Ah! I know what you’re talking about." Happy nodded "Ask him,” 
he .said, pointing his .already raised chin towards me. 

Everyone looked at me. 

" L 1 don’t know what's going on in your life and family, bur my mom 
;md Jail are going crazy. They're after me like you wouldn't believe. 
1 }onr 1 make a good bachelor?” I said. 

" I he story is the same everywhere. We poor bachelors," MB said 
trying to be funny. 

"I am serious, MIT Amardcep said, 

"'So, have you or vour family fixed something?’ 1 I asked him. 

"No. My story is just like yours. But the fact is than, one day, wc II 
have to settle down with a life-partner. How long can wc ignore our 
parents’ questions? They too have expectations, wishes and dreams for 

5 ? 

US. 

“I know what you mean Amardcep, But are you really ready to 
spend your whole life with someone? 1 mean, in our fotii years at the 
hostel: die re were so many times when wc had to adjust with each 
other.... I his one will lie for a lifetime,"’ Happy said. 

"But, sooner or later, we have to do this, right?” Amardcep asked, 

“What if wc just carry on the way wc are?’" MP said. 
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"Then imagine yourself at [he age ofGO, living alone. Life is tit that 
easy-, my friend. Its .1 journey. And the best way to complete it in with 
a life-partner/ Amardeep said. 

Diat night, 011 the bank of the river, the Four of lls discussed this 
issue seriously lor the first time. May lie it was the first time we felt we 
were mature enough to talk about it. So many questions, ifs and huts 
were raised and answered between us. So many views were brought in 
and debated. None of us was against marriage but wc wanted to evaluate 
its benefits. Amardeep and I were quite convinced about the marriage 
tiling. And this discussion made Happy and MP think about the matter 
quite seriously even if it didn't convince diem. [Which reminds me of 
a slogan i read on a l -don: If you cans: convince her, just confuse her !j 

"But then, other tilings come into the picture. Love marriage or 
arranged marriagef' Parents' choice or ours?' 1 Happy said. 

"Now, that 5 a personal choice. But given that we are independent, 
i don’t think our parents will object to our decision A Amardccp said. 

Happy kept mum hearing this. 

'*But Amardeep, look at our lives. All of us are North Indians, working 
in far-away states. The chance of finding a sou I-matein this case, is 
quite slim. Moreover, the kinds of jobs we have don't give us the time 
to interact with different people. And above ail, none of us would like 
to marry a girl chosen by our parents, if I am not wrong A MP said, 

T don't know if your last statement is valid or not, but the rest is in 
your hands/ Amardeep replied. 

"■'Bur MP lias a point. In my case, J would like to marry a girl of my 
choice, but lor die last one year 1 was abroad and 1 don’t know if in the 
next couple of years, [ will be in India. (liven this fact, ir h quite hard 
for me to work on my marriage plan. And for a person like me It’s 
impossible to settle down with any girl who is not Indian. Forget Indian. 
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she has to be a Punjabi first of-all.’ I said. 

low did you apply for yoiu. job at InfosysT’ \mardeep asked, 
digressing from the topic. 

1 answered* flirougb sonic job-website, 

"And Happy, how did you transfer money Jroin London to your 
parents?" 

"Through my internet banking account it's quite fast,” he answered. 

"See? The world is becoming internet-sawy. And. given the fact 
that we all are IT graduates who are on the net almost everyday, why 
cant we use this for the marriage thing mo A 

"Arc you talking about matrimonial websites like Shaadi com? 
Happy asked, 

■u! Vt-, ^ 

ies. 

".Are they really useful? I don’t think so A Ml 1 put forward his view. 

" To know it a dish is sweet or salty, you have to taste it first That’s, 
the only way to know things for sure,” Amardeep answered. 

“Or better yet, ask a person who has already tasted it- Why take a 
'. hsneer” Happy said, trying to make us laugh, 

"So Raamji, are you on any such website?” I asked. 

"Not yet, But Ini thinking of it,, A 

When wc did not say anything, he explained, "The best thing about 
1 ins service h that you can. go through so many profiles v. iihout leaving 
■■ our desk, d'hc filters are good enough to provide you suitable matches. 
And you can interact with the persons who interest you.,. Everything 
is so systematic. Above all you don’t need to worry about your physical 
location.. 

Amardeep made some valid points, which is probably why wc didn’t 
b l vc much to debate about. 
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'Hmm... Wall, 1 don't knew if this thing [5 going to work, but it is 
worrh giving a try. Who knows. T Even MP was convinced. 

It was 1'30 AM, Our empty stomachs reminded out brains of didr 
existence. 

Amardeepsaid, “Itsquite late and I’m damn hungry. Lets get home/' 
And he stood up stretching his back. 

"So who’s the first one?' 1 MP asked while we all were dusting; our 
clothes. 

1 he first one ro marry? Or first tint to make his profile on the 
website? J Happy asked, laughing. 

,l Boih/ 

[ think rhis guy," Happy poinred his finger at me, 1 don’t know 
why. 



it was probably 4:00 AM by the time w c had dinner and slept. And, 
alter a tong time, wc enjoyed the kind of sleep we used to enjoy in our 
hostel. I bar day became one of the most memorable days in our lives. 

We spent the next day visiting some of the best hangouts in Kolkara, 
And wc went again to the Launch Ghat in the evening to ride the ferry 
1.0 the other side of the city And, believe you me, being on the ferry 
was no less amazing than boarding the Uranic in 1912. Being with 
your best friends is simply wonderful. We ate, drank, talked and enjoyed 
to the fullest at a pub called Some Place Else, 

.1 hat was the last night of the reunion trip. 

All three of them came to drop me at Howrah Station and, once 

again, the four of us hugged, just like we had at Hyderabad Station, on 
die last day of college. 
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“Who's going to cry first?' 1 MP asked. But all of us laughed at chat 
■■(lipid and send question. 

The train called me with its final whistle, I got into the carriage and 
Stood at the door, waving to them ail as the train left the platform, 1 
leached Bhubanesvs r the next morning. I hat same morning, Amardeep 
and MP boarded flights back to their respective places. Soon afterwards, 
I fappy also flew back to London, 
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-L hree weeks later, I was m my 
oJlice, [usi like on any other weekday, i was checking our the photos 
that MP had shot of us all, during the reunion trip. He emailed them 
to us and while I was looking at them, in my Yahoo! inbox, 1 noticed 
an ad flashing in the top-left corner. 

It was an ad for a matrimonial sice - Shaadj.com - with a beautiful 
girl, smiling and looking for her perfect match. 

Recalling our reunion discussion, I clicked the hyperlink on this ad, 
which cook me to the website. With the default fillets enabled* I clicked 
the search button and, in no time, I was on the result page with many 
feminine picks. Wow! Some among them were damn pretty, and 1 
wanted to check them ah out, But before I couid visit the 6^ one, I was 
prompted to register at the website, without which I couldn’t browse 
through more profiles. The trailer was over and to watch the whole 
movie you had to register yourself 

Lt I didn’t have much work that day so f thought I’d register myself 
and create my profile on the site,* This is what I kept saying to Happy. 
Amardeep and MR Whereas, it was actually the other way round. Those 
pretty faces on the results page forced me to make time in my hectic 
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schedule — which involved project delivery to a client, the very next 
day, 

Someone rightly said. “Three, things -- wealth, women and.,." (1 always 
forger rhe third one) “... can make anything happen in this world/' 

So, finally, my profile was on the website. I uploaded a nice 
photograph and unchecked any checkbox which asked to hide my 
whereabouts from girls who might he searching for me. 1 did not forget 
to mention my professional trips to the US and Europe either. After 
an hour or so, I was all set to check our those pretty faces again. 1 set 
my filters to check our ail the Punjabi girls on the website and hit the 
'"search" button. 

The results page displayed some 3 digit number - the total number 
nf profiles that matched my search criteria. This was exciting! But I 
could only cheek out some fifty of them before my eyes grew tired. 
Still, among those fifty or so, there were a few whom 1 wanted to 
contact. But before 1 could do so, there came a heartbreaking moment. 
To talk to those pretty faces I had to make a payment to the site. There 
is no such thing as a free lunch. Damn! 

The only cost-free part was a way to express my interest in them by 
clicking a bLitton on their respective pages. This would send a message 
from me to their inbox. But even if they gave me an affirmation to 
interact, 1 still wouldn’t get their email ids unices I made the payment. 
I checked the amount they were asking for, 

11 3000 bucks for the yearly plan! No way,” I said to myself Then I 
thought, H will only pay up if I happen to get good, affirmative responses 
irom those beauties/” fill then, whenever [ felt like it, 1 could ping any 
girl on the website to show my interest in her profile. 

This was the beginning of my experience with shaadi.com “ at the 
cost of my project delivery, which I almost screwed up. 
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Apart from Happy* Amardeep and MR nobody cist knew about my 
profile on die sire, not even my parents Because idling them that i 
was thinking of gening married meant stirring a hornets nest, The 
moment they found out, they would bring inputs from their 
acquaintances all over the planet - and Jesus' How I hated that' 

For die next few days, I gen responses to my requests. Every rime 1 
opened my inbox there was this strange excitement. But, most of die 
time, it didn't hist long. 'fhe best ones had declined me. In fact, most 
of diem had ignored me. Only a handful accepred toy request but, 
unfortunately, they didn't appear that good. “Ah! This website is good 
for nothing/' 1 told myself As if 1 was James Bond and all girls in the 
world would throw themselves at me, the moment l approached them. 

And this is how Shaadi.com went from high-priority to the lo west - 
priority. Time passed by and I visited the site once in two or three 
weeks, clicking buttons on profiles that interested me, but without 
much expectation. Some more girls declined me; some girls, I declined. 
A few wanted ro interact, bur their education was not impressive. Some 
called me up on my cell; to some 1 wrote a few SMSs. A couple of them 
wanted me to move abroad but I was not game; some others, 1 could 
not convince that India was a better place to live in. 

During one of my short, official trips to the US, 1 also happened to 
buy the yearly plan for a girl who badly wanted to talk to me. Damn! 
Out of the three things (wealth, women and,. the Iasi one which I 
always Forget) that could make anything happen in this world, the 
second was already making me do things, The irony being that the 
girl, whom I coughed up 3000 bucks for, never got in touch. I lost all 
interest in the website. 
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t hen, one evening. I received an SMS on my cell phone. 


Hi l m Khushi 1 
received ur msgs 
on my other cell can 
u pb call me now 

I h it was 20 July-2006 18=58; 19. My cell phone's inbox still shows 
the date and time. 

When I got rhis SMS, I was in a conference call with a client in the 
lIS, 1 quickly recalled the name of the profile from which I had got an 
inCptance the week before, along wirh the contact mobile number 
.nul an email id- I wrote an SMS in reply: 

M in mid of a conf call, 
wil ring you in another 
hlf n hr, 

I lie very next minute, my cell flashed the arrival of a new message. 

I coo hv cm pled my conf cal 
few min belt, U cmplete urs and 
I can wait till then. 

Alice finishing my call, I dialed her number but only after I had quickly 
browsed through her profile. 

"t leUo!" said a beautiful voice from the other end, 

“Hi! This is Ravin 

“And I am Khushi," she said in a pleasing and confident voice. 

“Yup, 1 learnt ihac in your SMS. Sorry l kept you waiting but I was 
m die middle of an important conference call wirh a diem/’ 

M 
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"No problem, Even 1 had some scuff to complete.” 

Our conversation began formally but, in no time, it became quite 
relaxed and informal when we found out some amusing things. 

1 learnt that you were bom in die month of February, 1982," she said. 

Yes. 4'" February. Anything specific?” I wondered if I was supposed 
to recall something from her profile. Hut the only thing I remembered, 
rhen. was that she looked beautiful in her picture. 

^ Cai and month of birth are the 

same. 

■ ot, yes: 22" February. ! bad seen tint," I said, quickly rushing to 

ray computer and scrolling through her profile. ' And you were born 
in Farid a bad. .A 

"No. I was bom in Koilcam. My dad was in the defense services and, 

v.hen . was born, no was posted in Koikata and was staying there with 
family ” 

Really,,,? Wi wont believe thisf I touted, attracting mv co- 
workers’ attention. 

"What?” 

u>n guess! T said, heading towards the -staircase area, where l could 
.aIk to Ii ci without disturbing the others, 

DonV tell me you were also born. in. .f 

kb: before she could complete her sentence, 1 shouted again, ''Yes!” 
But, how comer" 

1 hats my mothers native place. 

j, md l dont know why we screamed and laughed at this fact. 
Thousands of people must have been born in die same year, rh c same 

month and the same place, given our country's track record. But the 
way we reacted! 
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'You know* there is something else we have in common — die classical 
music thing. 1 learnt that you hold a degree in playing the sitar” I 
said. 

'Yes. And you hold one in playing the tabla t right? 

Indeed, ! learnt to play it for four years. In f:at_ l, 1 was never 
interested* but my dad forced me to,,. 

"Well, you know what? That's the only reason why 1 felt like 
11 intaciing you." 

Fm not sure E understand,’" l said slowly. 

"The hobby section in your profile said that you play the tab la. 
\nd your interest in classical music was the only thing rhac differentiated 
von from rhc others and made me fed like talking to you*" she clarified. 

So that was it! A tablet makes a girl want to talk ro a guy! It was 
mi possible to understand girls, but I leh like hugging my dad and 
dunking him lor forcing me to learn die tablet. 

"Even I got my degree after 4 years at Frayaag University, And we 
both are in die f I industry* she pointed out more things we had in 
* tunmon. 


"Oh yes! You work with an IF company in Noida, if! am not wrong?" 
] asked, knowing that I wasn't wrong. And how could I be* when her 
profile was in front of me? 

"Yes, 1 work with ... 1 cl l me something. My friends say that Infosys 
people are studious ami good rank-holders. Is that true?" 

'Are you expecting me to say To' to that?” 

She laughed. 

That was my first ever candid talk with a girl 1 hadn't seen vet. (>n 
i hat call* we touched base on various tilings: the latest movies we had 
Mam, our best friends, her family, my family* our co !L-g c days, music 
11 ud other areas of interest. 
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“So is your family iti Bhubaneswar too?” 

No, my native place is a very small town called Burl a, near 
Sambalpur. Mom and dad live there, My brother and I are in 
Bhubaneswar, and we both work with Infosys. Wc stay in a rented flat 
with two other roommates, and visit our parents on alternate weekends, 
Burla is just a nights ride from Bhubaneswar.” 

We talked for nearly an hour. I could feel my cell phone burning my 
ear, and the cells battery was on its last legs. And even though I wanted 
to keep talking ro her, i had to say, “Listen! My battery is going ro give 
up soon. Rut I hope we arc going to stay In touch,” 

"Your battery?" she said, laughing, 

I mean, my mobiles. 1 started laughing too, 

'dust kidding. But I believe well talk again,” Then she added, 
suddenly, “But before you hang up, you have to say one good thing.” 

One good thing? Now where on earth would I find one good thing 
to sayr Bui I'd watched a movie the day before and, thanking god, I 
repeated a line from it. "Bitmilk* sandesh hatki kal Lahore jaane wait 
gmdt hum Kakaripe loot&tge, aur unpawn se hdtthiyar kharidengc” 

1 hen, 1 took a deep breath, and waited,.. And she burst into a big 
laugh. 

1 .stiff ill ink it was a good line. But I don’t know what made her 
laugh. Anyhow, I too joined in her laughter, so that she would not 
think me stupid or lacking a sense of humor. 

t >K., I m hearing the final beeps from my cell. It was really nice 

talking to you, Kims hi. But we won't be able to calk more, though 1 
want to,' 1 

“Same here. ( liked talking co you very much. See you.” 

"Yeah, bye. 11 

Instead of bye, you should say sec you , Its nicer. It means well 
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interact again,,. 11 she said, and touched my heart, somewhere. Her 
innocence and ihe candid way in which she talked to me had left its 
mark on my mind. 

'Sec you," I said, before I hung up. 

That ilight, lying on my bed, 1 went over the Conversation again 
and again, And I wondered: Could I have been more humorous, just 
to impress her further? Or was the call just perfect, the way it should 
have been? And was she thinking a hour the conversation too, at that 
very moment, sitting somewhere in her room, 

I don’t know why, burl felt like calling her up again and it was hard 
to curb chat urge. Bue I had to curb it, because 1 did not want to mess 
things up, right in the beginning, by becoming a guy who bothers her 
at 11:30 in the night. “No," I said to myself loudly, switched off the 
light and jumped into bed. 

Alone in my room, I was smiling, talking to nobody and there was 
rhis different sort of feeling within me. I slept, just so that the night 
would pass, and a new day would come when I could hear her beautiful 
voice once again. 



The next day, J waited for her call. Though wed not decided that she 
was supposed to cal! me, still I had this gur-feeling that she would. By 
10 :00, in the office I was getting restless. 1 wanted to hear her voice 
but, at the same time, 1 wanted her to call me up. 

Happy had given me this success fund a in the matter of girls: Don't 
make them feel that you are going crazy after them; just give some time and 
they wifi t ome ro you* 

At 11:00, I realized that Happy was a fool and I went ahead and 
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SMScd her .1 good morning’ , even chough it was a little hue for that. 

nui 1 dkln>l rcceive W reply w my SMS and began wondering who 
the real fool was... 

And, ihar day, [ was also uncertain. Should J listen to my heart or 
my bramr Both of form were pointing in opposite direction*. My 
bram was telling my ego, "What does die think otkctsAtV Whereas, 
np r heart soli wished to hear her voice. 

, 1 " dJ JC wcakness or rn >' efforr to curb my ego - ,1 little later I did 
what my heart told me to do and I dialed her number, 

Hey: Hi, how are you?" Khufoi picked up the phone. 

When Wcshmg you a good morning, foe sender also expeers a sinfoar 
response. I am fine. 5 ’ 

I was going to reply on foe way to die office," 

You mean you're still at home?* 

'icdi. Actually, we work in ilic afternoon shift as we have ro be La 
sync with our UK-based clients. Hey my cabs outside,” site said rushing 
and saying ’bye’ to her mom. i could hear the door being dosed and 
her hi’ to her friends in tile cab. After she got in, we resumed our talk. 
"So whats up?” 1 asked her. 

Ami di was here this morning,” she said, I remembered iter 
mentioning a couple of names during our previous call, but I could 
hardly remember who was who among them. 

Ann di. ,.i I murmured, trying 10 recall the name, 

1 nave three sisters and one brother. Misha di is the driest and lives 
Ludhiana, She nr, a coy,sweet kid, Daan, who isstudying in nursery, 
Ann di js the second, and she too is married. She lives in Nojda, an 
limits drive from our place, and works with a BPO. Dccpu, my brother, 
is two years younger than me and is working with an MNC in Assam, 

1 hey deal with oil wells and stuff. And Neeru is the youngest, my 
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■ Vc ect 1 itcle 5.1 s, ” she col c .1 me .1i >r m 1 1 cr 5 i blings; 1 gai 11, wi ch no com plain ts 
or questions as co how I forgot about them so soon. 

She continued, "And apart from this, mum and dad are with us, 
Ami in your family, its your mom and dad, you and your younger 
brother, l infos, who is also a software engineer with Infosys, and his 
oifice is in the same building as yours, except he is on the first floor 
1 ml you on the second, Right?" 

And that was a silent slap co my memory She remembered everything 
■diout my family. All I could do was say. Umiii.., ],0 on 10A and 
Lmgh. Bur 1 laughed alone, 

"So, 1 was saying, Ami dl was here rliis morning. After completing 
her night-shift she came to Farida bad. She visits lls once in a week or 

M 

(WO, 

I his call was all about her family. 1 came to know about two more 
people - Davinder Jiju. Misha dis husband, and Pushkar, Ami dis 
husband, Pushkar and Ami di used co work, in the same company and 
1 hey happened to fall in love, which was nor a good idea according to 
K hush is dad. The hurdles they had to face were no different from any 
love story in Bollywood movies, Pushkar comes from a Hindu family 
whereas Ami di belongs to a Sikh family Pushkar is cool with boozing 
■md non-vcg while these things arc taboo in Khushrs family. But then, 
as we learn from those same movies, love, tn the end, wins alt the 
battles. And, that is what happened here as well. All foe youngsters in 
Khushis family successfully convinced foeir dad to give his approval 
for die marriage. 

In that calk Khushi also mentioned that she used ro leave her office 
mound 9:30 at night and reach her home by 11:00, Which meant 
than she would be awake for quite a while and J could call her late at 
night ill case 1 felt rhe way .1 had the night before. 
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So that was how we started calling each other* writing messages, even 
wishing each other goodnight* Bur, in our initial calls, we never touched 
upon the purpose for which we had started interacting - marriage. 

But she initiated this, one day, when 1 forwarded her a 31 e-album of 
my pictures, with my friends, in Belgium* 

L 'I noticed one pic with the description - enjoying red wine in a 
pub/' she said. 

"Oh yes, that was one of the happening evenings in Belgium’? 

"So you booze? w 

Hmrn,,. yeah. But very rarely Once in two or three months, or at . 
times six* Only on some occasions when E am with friends and they 
insist 1 give them company/' 1 answered coolly 

"Well, I don't know how you are going ro react to this, but I always 
wanted a life-partner who abstains from this,” 

And I asked myself, L 'So, is she saying that she is going to look for 
somebody else? 11 I wasn't sure, But the one tiling 1 was sure about was 
that, finally, we were discussing marriage. 

She continued, "See, every person has some likes and dislikes. When 
we talk about marriage, its about respecting each other's feelings; it's 
about trust, a few compromises and much more. And if you are going 
to be my life-partner, I sincerely urge you to choose a life without 
alcohol/’ 

She was the first among us to say; if you are going t<? be my lift - 
partner. And in her voice those words Sounded so different, so magical. 

And, of course, it was the magic of those words which overrode myv 
consciousness and made me say, "It's a gentleman’s promise. If you are 
going to be my life-partner, I will not booze unless you are comfortable 
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about it. And I mean it." 1 didn't stop there but continued, "The 
reason 1 can do this is because alcohol is not something I am addicred 
to. At the same time, l don’t think it’s bad to booze once in hundred 
days* just to give company ro your best friends. Even then, I have 
never crossed my limits and got drunk com plctcly. Still, if this becomes 
a problem between me and my life-partner, E will gladly abstain.” 

And promises are meant to be kept../' she reiterated- And, probably, 
she smiled too. 

“Absolutely!” The gentleman within me was still talking. "Bur the 
day you get to know me completely — after six months, or ten, or 
maybe a year, or maybe more than that, Then, if you think that boozing 
is not at all a bad case with me, you will have lo allow me to have a 
drink with my best friends. But, again, I wiEE never force you to sav 
that/' 

This was another landmark in our saga and, henceforth, she felr 
much better talking to me. And I felt good, j ust because she felt good, 

Was the second, out of the three things (wealth, women, and I still 
cant remember the third) that could make anything happen in this 
world, making me do this? 1 didn’t know then, and ! don’t know now, 

I he only thing bothering me was, what would I say to Happy and MP 
when we sat together with red wine, at our next reunion? “Guys, please 
bear with me as five stopped boozing because of a promise I made to a 
girl, whom five only talked to tin the phone for a week. Yes, only a 
week. Far lesser time than the years which we all have spent together/' 

1 didn't know, then, if that promise was good or bad for me, But 
what was definitely good was the trust and understanding wc gained* 
And this was just beginning. It was a cough call... But then, something 
within me wanted her for a long, tong time.,. Forever. 
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You haven’t talked to your 
patents yet? Shorn! You promised me you'd do chat by now/ 1 

It yon arc wondering who this new character, Sbona, is its me. 
And Ehe person shouting those questions at me is my Khushi. Yes, she 
is mine now; 


We are in love, hot the first time.,, Sounds crazy? 

Sl'j did it happen when we were studying together in college? 

Of course not, I am a thousand miles away from her, 

Was it hue at first sight? 

Definitely not, Wc haven’t even seen each other vet! 

- 

- I he questions my friends would ask me, and the answers 1 gave 
them. (There were some dirt}' ones too, which I can ignore.] But 
everyone 1 s last question was the same. 

Are you crazy f 

I don e kimoooowwww.... 

indeed, being in love with a person you haven't even met is a crazy 
thing. And deciding to marry dial person someday, even crazier. Never 
in my wildest dreams had 1 thought my love-life would bo like this. To 


grinder Shigh 

■ . honest, J had never even thought of am love-life. 

But, now. I had changed \ lot and was no longer the person 1 used 
io be till some time ago. 

A lot of things had changed, in me and around me. E had started 
dipping our of conversations with my friends j Li.tr to give her a call. 1 
■dept less and talked more. My phone bills led my monthlv spending 
■ art. leaving the house rent miles behind in the race, J started noticing 
i iHiples: the way they sat together in gardens, hand in haruh the way a 
: ie j holds her boyfriend, on a motorbike, I started worrying about the 
' how do I look" factor. Mv status on Orki.it changed from 'single' to 
run milted'. She became die password to my several internet IDs. 
'hiring in my office alone, I used to smile, talking to nobody 
I ove was in the air. 

Ours was such a different story. A 21" century love story, whose 
foundation was modern-day gadgecry. Thanks to Graham Cell for 
inventing telephones that helped me talk to her, know her better and, 
finally, fall in love with her. Thanks to the Internet, the World Wide 
Web and sites like Shaadi.com that helped me find her. I discovered 
myself to be a true software engineer in this hi-tech-love phase. And 
whether this kind of love was good or bad, was no longer a point ro 
I under — we were already in it, 


i bming back to the reason she was shouting at me. 

It was because 1 broke a promise. No, not the boozing one. Something 
rise. 

Her family knew about me since our ‘irsr call, but the case wasn't 
ihe same at my end. My family did not know about her yet. In fact, 
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duj v didnt even know that [heir sons profile was on some matrimonial 
soEe. Naturally, tile was concerned about this situation. I hat too, aiLer 
we had finally decided our destiny. 

Her queries about this matter were growing everyday Gradually 
she started feeling uncomfortable because of this very reason. Therefore, 
a week earlier, J bad promised her chat I would talk to my family on 
the corning weekend. Bur unfortunately, I oould not, because of [he 
weekend exam at IMS. (IMS. Another interesting similarity between 
us was this MBA preparation center. We both were preparing for MBA, 
and we had joined the same crash-course in the same institute in our 
respective cities!) 

I could not travel to Btirla last weekend because I had to give my 
class-test ar IMS,” i said, trying to calm her. 

But you promised me SJiona.,.!" My shouting lady turned into an 
emotional one. She killed me with that name. She loved to call me 
with different names and the best among them all was Shona, And I 
loved the way she used to say it, Widr such care and warmth, 

“This weekend I will, for sure. 1 don t have any cask more important 
than this one,” I told her. 

And my Shonimoni was happy again, Shonimoni. The name I gave 
her. Punjabi for cute and sweet; the Feminine counterpart to Shona, 


The next weekend arrived and I was panicking. After all, 1 was going to 
[.ilk to my parents abour my marriage, This was definitely going to be 
a bolt from the blue, for them, 

1 was smart enough to take my younger brother, Tinku, into 
confidence the night before we left for BurU, He already knew 
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■ ■I 11 rilimg was going on between me and some girl. My late night 
. ill. 1 1 .id. made that much clear. Bur he had never imagined that ah 
ihi', starred at a matrimonial sire. Being his elder brother, I did not 
give tiim any option except to be on my side when l talked to mom 
jiilI dad. 

Since the moment we arrived at our home in Burla, I was doing 
hu.ingc things, moving here and there, trying to bring the subject up, 
itying to find just die right moment. But I was not at all sure what the 
|i< ifeet moment was, 

t was thinking too much. More than my brain could handle. Should 

I H,iy it now? Or should I wait rill the clocks minute hand has covered 

lihren more minutes? But even after it had covered a hundred and fifty 
...vs. I was still waiting, 

\ very time I was about to spill it out, something would happen; the 

II 1 1 phone riing, somebody knocked at the door and, if nothing else, 
i lii .stupid pressure cookers whistle dragged my mom back into the 
km lien. The one momeni when no such thing happened, I just could 
noi open my mouth, 

"She’s going to cry this lime, if l don't do this,” 1 told myself. 

After lunch, 1 somehow gathered enough courage to initiate the 
iht ailed conversation. Even though I thought it was quite bizarre to 
.i k my parents how they met and married each other, 1 could not 
i [link of a better way to bring up the subject. 

"Muinma, tell me one thing. How did you guys find each other and 
i i kI up marrying?" I asked- 

Mom and dad looked at each ocher, then at me and smiled. Parents 
ire smart, and what we don't know is that they know what is going on 
in our minds. They had probably read, very easily, what the marquee 
on my forehead was displaying. 
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Sri.i, they narrated cheir story, and the moment that was over, 
Mr i mm a asked, “So how is yours getting started? 15 

I wondered if i .should hide my face in the cushions, or say, “My 
Story,,,? I done have any," before my brain angrily cold me, "Come 
on, speak up, you fool! 55 

And, fortunately, gathering all my shy courage, f narrated my story 
50 kr - 1 even showed them her picture. I was expecting a lot of ifs and 
huts from mv parents, but to mv surprise nothing of that sort 
happened. Even i inku had asked me more questions than my parents 
asked! 

Mom was happy because, finally, her son was thinking about 
marriage. Dad was happy because the to ugliest part - searching for a 
girl of his scans choice — was over, He was relieved, though he tried to 
sound tjuite diplomatic. 3 was happy because, finally I was able to ger 
this tiling out of my heart and place it in front of everybody And 
l inku, he was observing everybody's reactions. He doesn't get influenced 
easily and that's something 3 both like and dislike in him. 

A couple of questions from both mom and dad, which l answered 
with confidence, and that was it. I had never thought that this toughest 
of hurdles would be over so quickly 

but before we left for Bhubaneswar, on Sunday night, at die bus 
slop, dad said, We wi11 analyze this, but i fs good that you have become 
serious about your marriage. 

Mo issues. 1 understand your point" 1 said to him. Inside, though, 
i was ihi liking, ' Who carts Dad!" 

Monday morning, 1 reached my oilier home in Bhubaneswar. 
Stretching out on my bed, I called Khushi up, 

Mission accompli died. I said, waking tier up. I hose two words 
conveyed everything to her. And what did l get in response? A fusillade 
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of kisses. The last ones were real passionate. That was rhe first time she 
kissed me on phone. 

"Oh boy! So loud? No one is around, ham j?" 1 asked. 

She didn't answer my question but said, "I fed like pulling you into 
my bed right now and kissing you madly." 

Wow! She was *0 happy mad and comfortable, knowing that 1 had. 
finally told my family about her. 

Another milestone in onr love story was crossed. Both our families 
now knew about our affair. And, as usual, f w c ls happy because mv 
Slionimoni was happy. But, as they say ‘"Love is a blend of different 
emotions. Soon an evening came when I made her cry And then t 
cried because she was crying. 



3r was another weekend and J was in Burk, sitting in the verandah, 
I '■ 1 lsv w i t h my Reading Co mp relic ns i 0 n RC - section. I was; mno y e d. 
J laving scored rather badly in my self-exam. 1 was about to advance to 
the next passage when she called. 

"Hey, hi..." E said in a depressed tone. 

"What is my baby doing?" she asked. I loved it when .she talked that 
way when .she called me "baby 5 in her cutesr voice, Jt sounded so 
caring. As it she had taken over all the responsibility of looking after 
rne. 

RC Is screwing up your baby and I'm in a very bad mood." 

I lien talk ro me for a while and you’ll be in a good mood 
again. " 

"No dear, l want to start a new passage and score better this time. 
I >niy that will change my mood. Can we talk at night... please?” 
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"Hmm,,. Ok, See you later, But at least say one good thing before 
hanging up.” 

There were so many things specific to Khushi, the little things that 
were important to her. Like this unique idea of listening to one good 
thing before we hung tip. I liked it* most of the rime, unless I was too 
tired to think up something new and good for her. 

“Khushi! Please understand. My mind isn't working. I can't think of 
any tiring good ar this moment. Ill tell you two good things at night. 

Ok?” 

1 Ok, You take care,” 

'Eye.” 

"Bye nahin y sec you/’ she corrected me again. 

"Oh yes, See you," and I hung up, still in a bad mood. 

Hardly 15 minutes had passed when I heard, my cell-phone ringing 
again, It was her. 

"Now what?” My voice was a little loud, 

"You know r why I caliod you earlier?" 

'"Oho...! Why?" I was annoyed. 

"Because it’s raining here. And I fed like holding your hands and 
dancing in the rain. s 

’’Khushir My voice grew louder. 

“Ok baba, I’m sorry. See you later," she said, innocently. 

She w r as about to hang up when I felt bad about how I behaved and 
said, ‘Hey wait. We can taik for a while. I needed a break from this 
damned RC thing." 

And she was happy again. 

In a little while, the focus of our conversation changed from rain to 
our promises and priorities, 'The things we wanted to accept and the 
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dungs we wanted to give up, tor each other. No boozing until she was 
i mnfbrtablc with it, preparing myself for a vegetarian environment {at 
b ast at home) and a few other things were on my plate. And talking to 
ini 1 and my family in Punjabi was the most important task I put on her 
plate. (Her family spoke Hindi and she was brought up in that 
•umospbere. Whereas, my ears badly wanted to hear the language which 

I was brought up on.) None of our expectations were forced upon each 
hi her, though. It was mutual understanding* an attempt to do the 
lic.st we could for each other. After all, we were supposed to live together 
Id i the rest of our lives. 

I hat evening, I asked her mischievously "Hey! Do you mind talking 
in Punjabi? 1 never heard you fulfilling my expectations. Or are you 
going to start after our marriage?" 

"And if I say I won't do rhat even after our marriage, what will you 
dio" die teased me and laughed, i imagined her jumping off her bed 
iHu I running to the window to catch a few raindrops. 

" I hen i'll take you back to your home in Faridabad and leave you 
there.” 

All she said was, '^hona...?” I could hear the rain falling on, the 
[Mimnd outside her window, 1 realized what I landed up saying. My 
ill lcm pt ar humor had badly failed. I did not know how to react. Before 

I I mild say anything, she said, “Shoua, you carry on with the passage. 
Sr r you later/’ And she hung up very quietly - something sire never 

did, 

I ieit very uncomfortable, recalling the way I had reacted to her 
n jsing. 1 could neither call her up to tell her that I didn’t mean what 
•he ! bought: I meant, nor could l concentrate on my RC passages. All 
my answers for the next passage were Incorrect. 

i jut chat evening, around 7:00 PM, I rode my bike to the nearest 
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A I M to get -sonic cash ior mv ticket back to Bhubaneswar, Ht iii.irli 
drilling the first rain of die season. Now T could imagine how 
ielt when she had called me earlier. I got out of the queue km Finn 
lSic ATM and dialed her number. 

'Hello?' she said. Her voice was shaking, 

"Kbusbi / 5 T said, 

"Yes, SI ion a, she promptly responded. Then I heard a choAcdng n. 
which was enough Foe anyone to realize chat .she was crying. 

f co uld not say anything tor a moment, dtiting which feer M 
rolled down further. "Hey dear! Please..-, Please don't cry. I 'm so s< 
for having .said those terrible words," 

She started sobbing loudly and 1 felt very ashamed for wHiat I h 
done lo the girl who wanted to hold my hands and dance wi th me 
the rain, . felt as if f had committed the greatest sin - mu dung 
sweetest girl on earth, who was only meant for me, cry. How co ill 
have done that? i hit the wall in front of me very hard. The p*eopl< 
the queue looked at me. I moved down die street to where cJicrc hvfl 
no light, 

"l am so sorry, Khushi. 1 am so sorry. Please don't cry been ll sc. I i 
stupid mi slake." 

Silence. 

“ folk to me dear, Say something. Punish me but, for Go d's said 
talk l:o me,' and with that I too started crying. 

After a while she managed lo say,. "Shona, you haverii cvc.:q ui 
me ro your home yet and \ oure talking of sending me back. 15- 

1 let simple, innocent question left me speechless. She was «crvim 
was crying and the sky was crying with us. It started raining tieavj 

"1l took you just a second to say that. Bill 1 am a girl. I will 
leaving my parents, my brother and sisters, people with whom 1 It. 
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lived my life so far, my home, which holds so many memories, just to 
I n(tme yours. And you said that you wilt leave me." 

I’m stupid, P.m terrible. I really am,” ■•.noneed, hitting a pole on 
the stfeeL-corner, crying loudly in that rain, not caring if anybody saw 
me. Hie clouds thundered. The rain came down hard and noisy. And 

I kept hitting the pole and crying. There muse have been something 
mug with me. for I had never cried that way, 

And it’s probably the nature of the feminine heart to stop others 

I I mu crying, .So she did what 1 should have done for her, She wiped my 
ours first, 

''.Nhona! Shona,., Please! 1 can hear you crying. Please don'r do that. 

I ][ use.,. .See, Pm talking to you. And no matter what, 1 am yours, just 
nurs and even now i jjh with YOU. And i \ von want to see me happy, 

I ■! r-e don't cry, mv dear, ' The broken heart was comforting the heart 
ill i had broken it. She even made me laugh a little, later. 

Then l said, "l feel sony and I’m ashamed of myseSi lor hurting 

v«- 

\' >n. 

Sbona, do you know char, just like you, I too want to be with my 
hmily for ever. But because of the way our society and culture is, ! 
h iv<- to leave them all. And I will do that, because I am in love with 
um nid the person 1 need the most for the rest of my life, to take care 
■ il me, is you.” 

I know ihat dear. 1 know dial very well. I don’t know bow i landed 
up ■ wing that, I never felt it from my heart You have all the right ro 
punish me. ’ 

Punishment?’* she asked in a cute voice, 

'Yeah, h can be anything,” I said. 

Where are you? she asked, and I felt her voice getting better, 

1 came co get some cash from the ATM, It’s two blocks away. " 
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'’Arc there people at the ATM?’ 

'Yeah, there is a long queue,' 1 

Go back ro the ATM queue/ 1 
“Why?” 

‘'Just go there, Its parr of vour punishment/" 

"Alright/ 1 I said and went back, "Yes. I am there." 

“Ok. Now give me five kisses.’ 1 
“WhariT 

’'Shorn/ 1 she said sternly, reminding me that! could not back out. 

I had made her cry and now I had ro do what she wanted. I steeled 
myself and, ignoring the people around me, went ahead and gave her 
hve loud kisses over the phone, I was the second last person in the 
queue and 1 kept my head bent to avoid contact with the surprised 
eyes which were staring at me, 

It was embarrassing, to say the least, but she just laughed. And 
despite my embarrassment, I was happy to make her laugh again. 

At the same time, I understood a girls situation, the sacrifices she 
makes for the man of her dreams. She leaves behind everything she 
possessed so fir in life, to embrace him and his family. I asked myself 
how I would have felt if 1 was to leave my family for hen Could J even 
think of leaving my family? Mow do girls do it? And, more importantly 
why do only they have to do it? I didn’t have any answers, In due 
course of time, Khushi taught me several such lessons. Gradually, she 
was changing me and my mindset. 

I hat evening, I did not withdraw any cash because cite next 
moment, I noticed one of my neighbors standing in the queue, right 
ahead of me. His face made it clear that he had caught me kissing my 
phone. 
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### 

ft is midnight, the fast Saturday of August I have come back home after 
watching a movie . Khushi and I had a quarrel in the afternoon and, because 
l couldn't stand not talking to her, / went to watch a movie, thinking it 
would make me fed better It did not. 

Unable to stand it any longer, I call her up in the middle of the night 

She picks up my call with a laugh, making me realize that I couldn't 
stand by my tough words -1 said / would not be thefirst one to start talking 
again. Moments later ; even I join in her laughter. We are no longer quarreling. 
Later, she says something that touches my heart. 

"Shonal Let's make this a rulefir our lift after marrutge. If we are together 
at home , then we will have dinner in the same plate, rw matter what. Even 
if we had a terrible fight that day Uffc may not speak to each other, hut 
sitting together. .. waiting for our turns to break the next biteofehapatti.. 
the inadvertent touch of our hands as we eat ... all this will calm our anger. 
Hat not* 


*## 



It was the beginning of October - almost three months since we knew 
each other. 1 had talked ro her entire family by therij and she had 
talked to mine, 

In fact, she had become a good friend of my mother. Mumma always 
wanted to have a daughter. Gradually she started sharing her joys and 
sorrows with Khushi. She used to talk about my childhood, my nature, 
my likes and dislikes, the things that made me angry. She also talked 
about her life in this family* a family in which men out numbered 
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women by a ratio oi 3: and where, unfortunately, the majority 
dominated. 

I bcrc were things-about my .mother which E had never known earlier. 
But Khushi would cel; me those things. Like any other son, 1 also love 
my mother, but the problem is that we never know when we become 
part of this male dominant society. Khushi used to explain to me the 
nature of a woman and her expectations. She used to tell me what I 
should do tar her when I went back home, on weekends. She used to 
give me tips. At times, site also used to shout at me if I forgot them, J 
had one more reason to be happy then, for Khushi understood the 
importance of relationships, she knew the importance of family ,md 
how to care tar it. 

One more responsibility that J had given her was to neither call me 
up after 10:00 PM, nor talk to me if at all i happened to cal! her up 
after that time. The reason was: rhac the CAT exam was dose and J 
wanted co devote 3-4 hours a day tar preparation. 

So. wc rook a vow, albeit reluctantly. 

" I ill the CAT is over, vve will not talk to each ocher after J0:(]Q 
PM," I said. 

L ...And this rule will only be followed on weekdays, she added her 
clause, reasoning that on weekends we have surplus time to prepare 
and didn’t need to make our lives tougher by not talking to each other. 

"Ok baba. Now repeat after me,” I said. 

’Tn the name of God, 1, Ravin..T I paused for her to repeat after 
me. 

In the name of God my Shona and I. Khushi.. T And 1 felt so good 
for the Vny Shona in her statement. Inside. 1 felt like kissing her one 
more time for these small but wonderful things she often did for me. 
Outside, J went ahead with my vow. 
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. ..take a vow that. 

T . .take a vow that..." 

"...we will not call each other on weekdays after 10:00 PM, unless 
there is some kind of emergency.,.’' 

"...we wilt not call each other on weekdays after 10:00 pm, unless 
there is some kind of emergency... and even if there is no emergency 
but, somehow, I am not able to sleep, I will only call you for S minutes,” 
she added another clause to the vow. 

"What is this.,A'' 1 asked, and laughed. Not being able to hold 
back ray love for her 1 kissed her. One after another, those kisses flew 
.i ll the way to her place, bypassing so many mobile lowers and satellites. 

Khushi made me enjoy every moment of my life; the good, the bad, 
iiL challenging. She made them .dl si m pi v wonderful. 

1 he first week, it was quite tough to abide by our vow but, somehow, 
we managed. The truth was that, because of this vow, the urge to talk 
io each other, especially after 10 at night, increased even more it is 
human tendency to desire wharis prohibited. And during our morning 
calls, we realized that night was such a beautiful time to calk to each 
other. 

" talking at night used to be so romantic ntiV' she asked in her cure, 
innocent voice one morning, 

T miss them so much. This decision makes me feel like LVe struck 
my foot with an axe, by mistake,” 9 said. 

'■'N’o dear, it's not like you’ve struck your foot with an axe," she 
started politely then suddenly shouted, "Rather your foot wanted to 
lick chat axe and, willingly, you jumped on a sharpened one, that too 
bare-food Now enjoy your wounds.” She was fuming. 

But nothing could be done. Promises arc meant to be kept, and we 
both knew we had to keep this one. 
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So on, uhe weekend night came and we were desperate ro talk rn 
each ocher. 

Night! Night is really a beautiful rime to talk, tor love-birds. Parents 
arc asleep by then. Siblings understand why they should not disturb 
you. And you? Holding your cell phone, you are alone in your bedroom, 
lying on yom cozy bed in your shorts and a comfortable T-shirt, with 
the lights dimmed. Which means, you are completely with the person 
you are talking ro. 

"Hi. ShonaT she said. 

*1 here was something different in her "hi” that night. Something 
passionate, something I cl rarely felt before., 

"Hi honey." i responded calmly, and wc began talking, I remember 
how good we felt talking ro each other at night after so long, though it 
had just been si week. A little later, she was telling me about her friend’s 
engagement and. in a short while, she was talking about what our 
engagement would be like. 

“The engagement will be at our premises, and I will be wearing a 
sari that evening. You know, why? Coz. ] look stunning in a sari,." she 
answered her question, before 1 could. 

Alia... Chaie, in that case, I want to see my Shortimo ni in a sari 
that evening. 11 

"It will be one of the best evenings of mv life. I will be standing 
beside my fiancee, amid so many people. J can touch you, hold your 
hand In front of everyone and nobody will say anything,'' she said 

I am dying for that evening to come, Then I will hold your hand 
and we will dance to the music, in front of everybody, i want my 
friends to be jealous because I possess you." I said dreaming of that day 
soon to tome. 

“And, in everybody's presence, our eyes will be talking to each other. 
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Those unsaid words which will be heard very clearly by them. When 
you will look into my eyes, you will understand what I am feeling, 
that very moment, gazing at you.' 1 

"And when the people will be busy helping themselves to the food, 
my eves will ask you to come upstairs, to the terrace. And 1 will make 
my way to the staircase and head upwards.” 

".And my eyes will tell you to go on ahead, and at the first 
op pore unity, 1 will soon escape, saying l have to go to washroom.” she 
said, in that girlish, mischievous tone. 

"1 wi EE be on rhe terrace, standing just behind the door where the 
staircase to the terrace ends.” 

"You wi!' hear my anklets and my bangles tinkling as 1 come up the 
stairs to the dark terrace,” she said, slowly 

"Bui you won't know that I am standing behind the door." 1 
whispered. 

“And 1 -•ill push lire door and go straight ahead, she too started 
whispering. 

" I'he moment you go two steps ahead, I will grab you from behind." 

I don't know what was happening to us. Was it the fruit of spending 
r I lose v.-ecknights without talking to each other, or something else? 

Outside, it had started raining, adding to the sensation of the 
moment, i could hear the rain spattering on die ground, and the cold 
breeze blew open the windows and came into my room that night. 

"ShonaT she cried my name with pleasure. 

"And grabbing you from behind, ! will take you and lock you in my 
urns.” ! dosed my eyes. And maybe she did the same when she said. 

" SJroti.iT again, very slowly, full of love, taking a deep breath. 

"And with my hand I will bring your long hair in front of your left 
shoulder and I wilt bring my face very close to your neck on the right. 


books at http://zbook.in 


41 








bb 


/ too /W a hivwjyy ^ 

with my other hand playing on your hare waist,-, 

1 tried to keep my emotions in check because 1 did not wain 10 scare 
my sweetheart too much, so early. She didn't say anything for a while, 

I hi: our breaths were getting louder. My own heart was pounding 
inside me with pleasure 

And then?' she finally asked. 1 understood her state of mind, the 
ripples- five troughs and crests in her heart. Hut, above all, she wanted 
to enjoy that moment with me. 

And I answered her, “And then you will feci my lips behind your 
right ear, on your neck. " 

“Mirim, .she murmured, breathing heavjjy. 

“lam feeling something so different at this moment. Are you?” J 
asked her very silently. 

"Yes, something very different. What are you feeling?” 

With you in my arms, 1 am able to smell the cologne that you are 
wearing, your sweet feminine fragrance. I fed my lips kissing your 
shoulder and going down your back, licking the slightest sweat adhering 
to you, „ By this time, even my voice had starred shaking. J asked her, 
"Tell me, what are you feeling?" 

l ' I feel - ■ - she was struggling to complete her sentence and 1 could 
still hear her breach loud and dear. 

She hesitated. J waited. 

J... I ice!, she paused and then tried again, I ieel as if von are 
hypnotizing me, casting a magic spdl that I don’t want to come out 
OL 

She was breathing faster now, shivering. Her passionate voice was 
stimulating me further. 

Now my other hand is moving on your waist. And then. .A 1 paused, 

'And then,.,?' she insisted J go on. 
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"And then, ail of a sudden it has started raining,* 1 brought the 
rain from outside my window into out sweet dream, 

M mm,., And then,,. ?' 

Very slowly, I whispered; "And chen ; I have turned you towards me. 
We tre war from the rain. 1 am watching you in your wet sari which is 
sticking to your body. I am seeing the raindrops falling on your forehead; 
running down your nose and hanging on your lips for a while before 
running Further down your body. Strands of your wet hail are glued to 
your check." 

"And dieti..,?’ She started whispering again. 

"You ire looking down, somewhere on my shirt, too shy to look 
into my eyes, 1 am raising your chin, to help you look into and read 
my eyes which are staring at you,” 

“A,. ,n... d,. .t,. -h.. ,e... n..sire was hardly able to speak anymore 
and was losing her words 

“With our beads tilted slightly, my lips fed the raindrops sticking 
to vour lips, swallowing them, further discovering the softness or your 
lips,,," And that passionate kiss which 1 described to her lasted for 
quite a while. That was the first time, l Felt, she allowed me to cross a 
few boundaries. Miles apart from each other, we felt each and every 
shiver of that moment. 

We were lost in each other when, suddenly, she turned mischievous. 
“Hey! People down there will be looking for us. 1 have to rush before 
my parents come upstairs, searching for me, ’ she shouted. 

I wonder how .die collected her energy and, more than that, how 
she remembered the fake people in the take rain, on that fake engagement 
night (though it was to come erne, in a few moniths). 

"Aah’Thc people down there will be happy with their food,” l tried 
to convince her. 
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N.i l,... please. C lomc on deal', now open your arms. Wc have to go 
•md change our clothes before they see its," she urged, laughing a. the 
virtual reality we were In. 

Ok. Ritr on one condition.” 

''And whats that?" 

1 wane to see you wiiiie you change.” 

r “ Oh ... ho... ho ... mmhe ungli hyapakdeai, turn to pura hnathpMm 

chahte ho. Zyaadagalat fehmiyaan matpaalo. "she warned me with a 
little laugh. 

"Hasth pakdna? Not just the hand, ! want to hold at! of you!” I 
responded. I cried hard to convince her. but she didn’t allow me, even 
chough ir was only make believe, 

! liar night, we slept quite late. No, it wasn’t night. I guess it was 
close to sunrise when we finally hung up. 

I stared at my cell phone and, rising from my bed, I walked to the 
window. 1 noticed that the rain had stopped by then. I was tired and 
hungry, so I picked up an apple from die kitchen and, munching on 
it, ! lay down on my bed. Then 1 went over our conversation again, 
over all that had happened, every detail.., j don’t know when I tell 
asleep and starred dreaming,,, 



The next morning was beautiful, with Lhe stmrays bouncing into my 
loom through the window. The mornings after a rainy night are really 
pleasant. With my eyes partially open, 1 smiled to myself, recalling the 
previous .tight, 1 managed to pull myself up, ,at on the bed and turned 

to see myself in the mirror, still smiling. Then 1 asked my reflection, 

5td[ in her hangover, hadn't" 
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\iul wiiaL a night it was. ii a hypothetical kiss could give so much 
pleasure, what would a practical one be like, I wondered. Then I 
■ I ided ro call her up - to tease her for all site ended up doing the 
inj'bi before. 

She picked up die phone in her sleep and asked, “Mem My uth 
lyl vd" 

‘Aah.. a You kill me when you talk so sweet.” 

" Really?" 

' l Imfn,.. 

' Elm I am still sleepy and want ro return to my dreams again,' sh [ 

mid. 

Mischievously I shouted at her, ‘SleepI I am here to wake you u.p! 
I >.. vi hi even remember what all you said to a guy last night? S mean. 
I .■.tinder how you could be so open and bold, forcing me co say sill 
ih.ii You know, I was struggling co get over chc embarrassment, l 
n M-i fbought you would cross all the boundaries of shyness, ethical 
i ilnrs.,.” 


I had [tot vet finished my speech when she woke up completely ajid 
limited back ar me ," Aayv-haye ... baye ... You guys! How culining you 
i my God l All v t) u boys are a l i kc. 'll ie 1 i ne s yo u sai d j List now s ho U h- 
! mine actually. You stole my lines just because I was sleepy, You 
i nr.vi’,1 all your boundaries and pulled me to the other side as wed I 
1 i . ould you do rhat? You guys play so smart with innocent g;ds 
Id.' me..." 

I ley, ' I said, interrupting, trying to calm her down. But she k.c'p : 
.. like an opposition party's representative on NDTV s Big Figlai:. 

. . All you guys arc like chameleons, changing you; color when 
i- 111 i trd,.. You... 

'.ml 1 was trying ro recall where 1 had heard about chameleons. 
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I robably in. Biology. V. as ir some kmd of flower which changed color 
;a night and returned to its original color in the morning? I think ir 
was something else. I wasn’t that good with Bio. 

Keeping the chameleon at bay, I' tried to interrupt again, "Achcha 
habit, listen to me/ 1 

... And only you boys want to talk like this, we girls never..She 
was nor through vet. 

Hey, Khushi...' i said, but die was completely ignoring me. 

And you know what? All you boys, ,/' 

“OK ENOUGH!" J shouted, 'YOU KNOW W HA I ? THAT HA IT 
AN H( >UR LAST NIGHT IS SO PRECIOUS TO Mh, THAT I AM 
READY TO DIE A HUNDRED DEATHS TO ENJOY THAT 
AGAIN WITH YOU/,, AND JUST YOU/'This time, she heard every 
word loud and clear. I continued, Because it was so sweet, so loving, 
and so beautiful. And I am so happy that von trust me enough to 
allow me to get so close to you. And I want to say than .. I love you so 
much/' 

And she melted like an ice-cream in summer. 

"Sat'hht'' Her innocent, sweet voice was calm now. 

MnchhL I will wait for our engagement evening to come true this 
way. just make sure that you don't put on aloE of lipstick.” 

"Shut up," she said shyly. 



All day I waited for the confirmation of news which would have been 
good, if it had been at another time. Unfortunately, I got the 
confirmation and I had to tell her and my family too. 1 wondered if she 
would be happy when she found out, or sad. 
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Still, without thinking any further, I called her up to tell her. When 
■■hi did not pick her phone, J gut back to my studies. Five minutes 
. cr, i heard my cell phone i ingirig, J could see tier name flashing on 
die screen. 

I picked up the phone and said, "Hi, Jaaaaaaaaaati” very 
romantically, with a small kiss, 

"UK... Hi." 

Damn! It was Neeru, her younger sister. What a blunder. What 
hould I say now? Should I talk or should I just disconnect.? I was 
panic king. With die kind of image 1 had projected to her family that 
list line' would have been a shock for sure. 

How arc you?' Neeru asked me, breaking die silence. 

" l Uh... I am fine. How are you? And how come you called up from 
lu'i cell./’ I asked, scratching my head and wondering whether she 
idnt heard my previous line because of some magic or due to some 
huh in the phone or the network. 

’1 am line. Actually, Ekushi was in the washroom and l was about to 
ike your call when die ring stopped. So I dialed the missed-call number. 
Well, here she is, back in this room. And now she is struggling with me 
! ■ snatch her cell phone.. / and her voice faded into die background. 

Finally Khushi said, Jinan ,,, Hello/ 1 defending herself from her 
'■Liters punches. Neeru wanted to talk to me, and it was probably the 
. mly time when I h:lr uncomfortable talking to her, just because of the 
v..iy the call started. 

II Hey thank God you came," I said to her, 

'"Shona, ek minute," she paused with that sentence to heat something 
which Neeru was trying to tell her at the other end. That "ek minute' 
lasted for five minutes and I realized how wrong I was to think of any 
magic. 
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/ tnn bud/i Ifri-n story -* 


l ‘Whai?” Khushi shouted, amused, and laughed crazily. 

‘Hi, mertjaan 1’ Necm shouted from behind and joined her sister’s 
laughter. 

OH MY GOD!” 1 thought, feeling very embarrassed. 


But Khushi didn’t come to my defense. Rather, she joined her sister 
in celebrating that moment, 

‘Damnf f thought. ‘ Her little .sister talked to me as if she didn't 
bear anything and look at her anw r Girls’ 3 now remembered what a 
chameleon was, and thought the analogy suited girls even better— 
they change colors so fast. 

So that was how 1 became a joke for the two sisters, 

1 almost toi'goi rhe reason I had called her, when Khushi came back 
at last, taking it break from her laughter. 

Yea hr,. T el l m e now. Si i cs go n e to anot her room." 

“Your sister is so cunning. She behaved as if she did not hear 
anything.” 

"After all, she’s my sister!" 

"Now J wo n't be able to face her for the next few days/ 

‘ Oh come on! After all you are tier jiju, and such things keep 
happening between jiju and sad id' 

“But, the next time, 1 won’t begin with romantic lines, unless 1 
make sure it's you on phoned 


"Ok baba, now tell me. What were you going to sac?” 

After a small pause. 1 said in a single go, '1 need to go to the US for 
rive weeks, for my project," 

“Wharf Actually it was more like, *W-H-A-T?????" A single word 
with a thousand thoughts running through it, all ill different directions, 
“Yesd 


Rrtt i'ifter Sitigh ^ 


Why so suddenly? she asked impatiently. 

I knew that this thing was in the pipeline. But i was trying to avert 
ii ior die CAT in November/There isn't any escape from this now/ 

"But.,, you can make any high priority excuse, right?” 

"Hmru... Biel it’s going to matter for my career too, dean listen. 
I J [case don’t get angry. At this point, 1 am a little confused about how 
[ will do tliis. 1 mean, leaving die IMS classes, the mock-tests, J need 
vour support. 

IMS, mock-feats, Career.., You remember everything, but what 
a bom me? Busy in our office, career and IMS classes, we have not even 
•-ivn each other vet. Ours is Stich a dilletent story,.. And now v juYc 
Saying you are going to die States.,. She was about u> cry. 

“He.. But 1 have something to cheer you upd 

"What is if?” 

d will be boarding my plane from New Delhi. I'll take a days leave 
■o that 1 can spend an entire day with you. We'll finally be seeing each 
■. cher! isn't that something to cheei up about?" 

liven f knew that it wasn't die perfect way to cheer her up - spending 
an entire day with her and then leaving the country' for more than a 
month. But the fact chat we would gee to spend an entire day with 
each other gave some comfort to our hearts. It was not as ifwc had any 
■ • prion other than eagerly waiting for that day to arrive and then trying 
it) make il List as long as a year, 

W-liat was surprising, though, was that an official, on-site trip was 
giving us die opportunity to sec each other for die very first lime. At 
lines, wc wondered how busy out life was: running from office :o 
IMS, from career to family, but with no time to see the person with 
whom we were going to spend tire rest of out lives. 

1 .very passing day was marked, And as time passed, our feelings got 
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stronger. The excitement was increasing, both, in die mind and in the 
heart. And finally, the day arrived when we met each other for die very 
first time. 

### 

It is a hot, sticky Sunday afternoon. Wlr are watching the same movie oh our 
televisions. she, in Faridabad; /, in Bhubaneswar And I am doing this 
because she sent me an SMS , telling me to watch it. 

In the movie, the heroine is packing iter bags after having a big fight 
with her hubby. 

At this very moment, Khushi calls me up. And putting herself in that 
womans shoes, I cion t understand why she says, "You know what? If someday 
I am so angry that / want to run awayjromyou ,. fust do a simple thing .,. M 

/ don't say anything, but she continues, 

‘Simply run to me and give me a tight hug, no matter how much I hit 
youthen. But give me a warm, tight hug. Don't say a word. Just hold me in 
your arms for sometime, .. And a little later, help me in unpacking my 
bags. Bob karoge na?” 

### 
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Face to Face 


It was 2:30 in the afternoon and I 
was on an airbus from Bhubaneswar to Delhi, First row, window' scat. 
I just love gening window scats. 

With my official laptop on my lap, I wasn't working extra hours and 
making Inly proud of me. Rather, I was going through her pictures 
which Id managed to download at the very last minute before leaving 
For the airport. 

On my computer screen 
Gazing at herpicture 

/found my self falling with the rising heights 

Falling in Love with her 

Couldnt resist saying -1 love you 

The madness added 

When the picture said it too 

During the journey, E gave plenty of reasons to the air hostesses and 
my fellow passengers to think that there was something wrong with 
me. Or, to be precise, with my brain. When you see a guy talking to 
lus laptopi at times looking outside at the clouds, smiling, then looking 
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ar the screen again and smiling on;: more rime--you cun nor be blamed 
kir feeling that his top floor might foe vacant. 

1 remember the discomfort of the air hostess when she caught me 
smiling at mv laptop while .she was delivering the safety demo. She 
probably hated me because the demo was supposed to be in sync with 
the announcement by her colleague, and she was lagging behind. But 
who asked her to focus on me? l did [ft. 

U you ash me why I was blushing and smiling, I had plenty of 
answers for chat. Enjoying the candies (served by the same air hostess), 
i was recalling how Kfiusbi gave ine a call last night as the minute 
hand just moved past 12:0ft AA'l and wc entered the first minute of a 
new day - today. 

You arc going to come to me rodayyvyyf' she shouted 

"Oh Bov! I am going cmzayyyyyyyye I also shouted, jumping in 9 
my balcony, stirring the calm midnight. 

I guess I woke up some of my neighbors, and disturbed some who 
v. e L C about to orgasm. A couple ot street dogs came out of the darkness 
and started barking at me. i rushed back into my room when I saw the 
lights turn on in a few flats in the building next to mine. 

Laughing at last nights events and still enjoying my candies, i 
recollected how confused I was chat morning about what to wear. I 
pulled out everything from my closer that morning and tried it all in 1 

.1 ” 

Irom of the mirror. I took almost an hour to decide and, them 
changed again jsi>t oefore 1 left for the office. J lie funny thing is that ^ 

I ended up wearing rite only shirt which wasn’t ironed (along with 
dark denim). 

Everything I did that day, I made a mess of And while f recalled 
those mo me nts, every now and then weird thoughts would pop into 
my bead - 
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U 'hat if she isn't m beautiful as she appears in her pictures? 

What If she laughs in a very v. eim way? 

Xvhdt if she limps? 

and many other sue It thoughts played hide and seek in. my mind, 
until I fin ally asked myself the big question. 

Do you love her. Ravin? 

t loly shit! Of course it was too late to be asking this, 

“Yes, I do. Of course I do,” 1 said to myself. 

Well, to be honest, 1 actually forced myself to say it. I don't know 
why 1. was a little apprehensive. But, good or bad, the truth was chat 
ia.itrying her was my independent decision, one that 1 had arrived at 
it I tout any kind of pressure from my family or from her. 

So, to silence those weird thoughts* I pulled out a newspaper from 
i In. small rack in fro of of my scat. But 1 could not concentrate on the 
it- v spa per cither. There was a different kind of excitement in me which 

■ sending up a chill inside me, shaking rite a bit at diti.es. 1 don't 
I i me what kind, of fear it was, 

I he nervousness and anxiety meant I was going so the loo every 20 

.lures. I became a peeing machine. It happens to everyone.,. Or 

din sn't it? And I was sure iliar the kid on the last .scat was counting the 

.. her of times I passed by him. I pretended to ignore him when he 

u ii Led whispering in his moms ear. Of course he was telling her about 
i noticed lus hand pointing at me. which his mom pulled back. 

iling, 

Finally at 5:00 in the evening, the plane landed at Delhi and I 
swin lied on my mobile completely ignoring the captain's command 
i-■ ■ i id do so before instructed. While the plane was raking a U — turn 
"ii du: runway, 1 looked out of the window to sec if there was any girl 
" 1 ' iug towards my plane -■ it could be her' .Vow, ! wonder how I 
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LtHik! have been so silly as M expect visitors on (he runway.) \ 

I Was trying to call her up but. for some reason, my cell phone could 

not adapt irsdf to the roaming zone. I kept trying, cursing my phone 
and the network. I kepr trying and kept failing, 

A few minutes later. 1 was standing at the baggage claim section, 
waiting lor my luggage to arrive. But my eyes were nor on the conveyor 
hdi. 1 hey were looking for something else, rarlicr someone else. Here 
and there, I was looking at every girl, and peering at the crowd standing 
outside which was visible through the glass wall. 

Then I saw my reel bag gliding towards me on die belt, Bui before 
it could reach me she reached me. 

On my phone. 

My cell was working now and 1 heard the ring, “Khuslii calling,"it 
said. I took her call. 

11 Hey." 

'Hey. 11 

Silence. 

So. And 1 turned back* lacing the exit, 

So, 

"What so?* 

I mean, where are vou? J 

She had never seemed so .shy and silent. 1 could almost hear her 
blushing. Obviously, her state of mind was no different from mine. 
And how could it be? Two people, who were madly in ] 0V e with each 
Other and had decided to many each other, were going t0 see each 
Other for the iirsr time in their life! 

I am at rhe baggage claim section,” I said. And, with that, 1 noticed 
my bag going away from me. “Damn! I missed it.” 


Whitt did you miss? 

"Mv luggage. 1 starred talking to you and l missed it." 

I 'I: oh." She pa used while I kept my eyes on die conveyor bdt, 
I b- r: she spoke Again, "Can 1 a.sk you something?" 

11 What?** 

'Arc vou nervous?" 1 

i 3 

' (low do you know?” 

[Cc.ul.sl-. .. even ] am, she confessed. Then she said. “Ok! Tell me, 
hut are you wearing roday?' 

< hive -green shift And dark-blue jeans. You?” 

‘Oti my God!' 

What happened?' 1 I thought .she didn't like the color i was wearing, 

I looks good on me.” 

No, no. It's not about good or bad. 

Then?” 

"3 am also wearing olive-green and blue jeans." 

t dincidences seemed always to be following ns. Our birthplace,, the 
moiuh. the year, our interest in music, our career, IMS, And now, rhe 
Tubes we were wearing chat day. 

'Amazing! Wc are definitely made for each ocher. Hey! My luggage 
i i oming to me again, [ : m going to pick it up and come outside in two 
minutes. See ya! 

I made my way through rhe broken queue to get my bag, and loading 
i mi a trolley. 1 walked towards the exit. The laptop was still hanging 
■ i n my shoulder. 

Finally about to see her, I was anxious, shivering and my heart was 
1 1 rating fast- Every feminine voice from the crowd seemed to be hers. 

< !i course, l was trying to behave as if I was relaxed and cool, 
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“Relax, Relax,.. Relax. Take a deep breath/’ J told myself. And the 
next thing I know, I was already outside. 

There were a lot of people in front of me, waiting, for their dear 
ones. Some cab drivers, holding up nameplates for their bosses, Them 
was a lot of shouting and noise from the traffic, 

l hen, for some reason, l stopped moving forward and turned left. 



And there she was' 

My angel, my beautiful one. 

Her smile which tried ro override my senses. That dulling hesitation 
in her, and in me. Her long, untied hair that tell upon her eyes with a gust 
of wind. Her hand moving across her face, and moving her hair behind 
her left Liar. Her left ear, and the glittering silver earring she was wearing. 
Her beautiful face, which mesmerized me. And in that green, off-shoulder 
top and jeans, her body appeared so perfect, so young, so poised. She was 
charismatic. I wasn’t able to take my eyes off hen Rather, I wanted to stare 
ar her from top to bottom, very slowly which l actually did. 

■“This is her,” I told myself "She is mine," 'fl 

That was a wonderful moment which I have re-lived again and again, 
recalling that first sight. 

1 moved towards her with a smite, almost forgetting my trolley And 
in a few seconds, there 1 was, right in front of hen a foot apart, still not 
able to take my gaze off lien 

"Hey/’ I said, offering my right hand for a shake. 

"Hi,” she responded, politely and m such an elegant way, touching 
rue for the Hist time with that hand shake. (Did you hear what 1 said? 
The first time we touched.,, It was magical!) 


*■ Ffatvindet Sittgh ■+ 

And hei eyes. . So beautify I I at was something special in them. 
Something which didn’t let me look away. I wanted to hear what they 
were telling me. The feeling, the truth of the moment, the.., the... I 
don’t know what it was, 

I looked, and my eyes were slack on you 
I rried to move the black in them, but they were stuck 
like glue 

Looking at you for real, I noticed your eyes 
That's exactly where your entire beauty lies 
So genuine, so honest, so bemuifuL so deep 
With a glint of light, some naughtiness did creep 

Finding my dream coming true 
J pleaded my shivering tips to bring out the words I hud 
kept for you 

There were so mam things to say 
l can remember none of them at all 
Hut, I don't lose with that ldo things my own way ... 

And this h mv sister Nceru and he is Gitish - her best and only 
friend, she broke my gaze and thoughts to introduce me to two other 
people. I wondered how 1 didn't notice them standing beside us. Whs 
1 so lost in her? Undoubtedly, 1 was. 

I said hello to both of them, cracking some jokes to ease the 
sweet pressure which Khushi and I were reeling. Then we moved 
out of the exit channel cowards the parking lot in search of the cab 
these guys had come to the tiirpon in. Khushi was too shy to walk 
with me and she joined Neeru and GIrish m looking for the cab, f 
followed at a distance, with my trolley My condition was no different 
from her. 
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I wrote her a very shore SMS, then, 'You are beautiful!' 

The next moment I saw her coming towards me from the other side of 
the exit, looking at something on her cell phone, probably reading my SMS. 

When she reached me. site smiled. 

1 hanks 5 she said. 

“I love [Ids, Whatever is happening. The excitement, the anxiety. 
And seeing you, 3 1 said. 

And in her shyness, she turned away, her hair falling across her eyes 
again, Her complete attention was upon me, yet she was trying to 
escape my gaze. 

"Hey. Am 1 making sense? Or am ! being stupid? I asked, 

She laughed and named, back to me. She had a Jot of teeth. 

"\o you’re making sense, actually. Its the same: with me,” she said, 
smiling. 

Soon.. Neei'it and Girish appeared, pointing at die cab which was 
coming towards us, ir became clear that I was expected to step into the 
cab first, and because ot this J panicked. 

Where should \ sit? I asked myself. In the back, with her? But will it 
look good if I sit between the two sis Lei s, pushing Girish to the front? 
Should I sic in front, then? Or should ! sit in the back, but on the left, 
with Girish in the middle and Khushi at die right. And her sister with 
the driver? No, No. What a mess! So many permutations and 
combinations to be solved in a second, It was beyond the abilities ol 
my brain. Better sit up front, I thought. It was die easiest solution. 

And in haste and alarm I got in beside the driver, “You fool. What B 
she going to think of you? Why didn't you sit behind, beside her?" my 
not-so-talented brain, shouted at me the very next second. Damn] 1 
was screwing up things with my stupidity 1 was sitting apart from my 
own girlfriend. 




Free 


>y.i i indw Singh " :> 


Barely a minute later, 1 goi a call oil my cell, Mom calling. 

“Shit! She asked me to call her the moment 1 landed in Delhi, 1 
forgot,” 1 murmured as I took the call, M Haanji Mtimma, I just came 
out of the airport/ 1 I said before she asked me anything. 

"1 knew you will forget. Now tell me, die said 

"Tell me? What?” 1 asked, though 1 knew she probably had a hundred 
questions for me. about Khushi, which 1 couldn't answer because 1 was 
with them in the cab. 

Bur she didn’t ask me all those questions. Just one. which .summarized 
.ill of them, "So, are you happy?" 

“Oh Mom! 1 am... I am very happy," 1 replied quietly, looking 
outside the window. 

"Good. 1 iust wanted to know that. [ know you wont want to talk 
to me at this moment. So you guys enjoy ami we will talk later. Alright? 

"Haanji Mumma, theek hai , I will call you later. Bye. 



We were now on onr way to the hotel which 1 was to move into for 
slightly more than a day before I left for the US, I had no idea where 
this hotel was, nor did the cab driver, Khushi and Girish said they did 
hut both were pointing in opposite directions. In other words no one 
had a clue, But we moved ahead thinking we’d soon ask somebody 
about the precise location. 

What an evening that was11 was sitting beside the driver and behind 
me was my sweetheart, with Neeru in the middle and Girish on her 

r 

right. The song selection on the radio seemed to be exceptionally good 
that day - romantic songs dun Khushi and 1 could relate to - and we 
sat listening ro them without saying anything, bur smiling within, 
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iliest moments of silence only added to the beauty of the songs, I 
med to see lucr in the rearview mirror but ; every time, Fd only ffoc! 
Girishs funny face and he would raise his eyebrows, mocking me. 

Soon, however, our formal demeanor gave way to it more casual one 
and we started talking about each other, ar times pulling each others 
leg, recall mg some stupid incidents out of the blue and spicing them 
tip as vve narrated them, KJiuslu became an easy target for both JSIccru 
and Girish and they mimicked her embarrassment that day. before 
seeing me. We were shouting and partying in the cab with the panics 
and the pastries they had brought, 

Yeh In. ladki malon ki tdraf Girish said offering me the box of 
pastries. 

Vp'c were in a jolly mood and, adding to the delight, it started 
drizzling outside. Shouting, laughing, going crazy to those peppy 
numbers, we were having a gala time in the cab. On a few occasions, 
secretly, she pinched me from behind, and i just loved that. 

For more than an hour and a half, we hunted for rnv hotel on 
rhe streets of Delhi. And, more than anybody (even me), Khushi 
■was concerned about this. According to her, I was tired from my 
journey and needed some rest, but 1 wondered why 1 didn’t feel 
that way. 

It was around 7:30 in the evening when wc finally reached theQutub 
Din hotel, in the vicinity of theQutub Minar* thanks to ihe thakmihs 
and paanwalni. Wc all entered the hotel and. at the reception, I checked 
out my booking. 

Room, no. 301. [ hat way, sir, The boy will bring your luggage in, 
said a man with a huge moustache, at the reception counter. 

■Si 1 J 

Alright, I said and we all headed towards 301, everyone following 

me. 
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t y vlu ;4tl d Girish. were talking to each ocher in whispers when Khushi 
■ ii.l something to me, very politely - 

i m you walk a little slower? You've left me behind." 

\ m [ \ realized why people say that girls are far more mature than 
|*,ys. 1 was a fool, earlier, leaving her on the backseat of the cab and 
, I M|. the front one. And here, again, I was walking alone, leaving her 
|.. I iml I started panicking, nor knowing howto handle such situations. 

I , l »,boyfriend for the first time. A fresher in the school of romance. 
[ ;,id! Please help me A I muttered and decelerated, 
in. t Ame closer to me and said. Now you're nor alone. You have a 
,ii vour life. So Walk beside her,” 
iVhind lls, Neeru and Girish smiled naughtily. 

\Y■ MlT t h cy leave us alone for .a while?” I thought. But how could 

.. hear my thoughts? They kept following us. 

y vV Vi . J;c iU 3OI. I opened the door to my room and we all went hi. 

11,, room was well lit, A small table, with a telephone and a flower 
f , , ( separating the two beds. Nice bed-sheets. There was a telephone 
. 1,... U i E V and a menu beside die TV set, across from the beds, A giant 

. on t h c wall in front of us which reflected the entire room, 

hiding those two beds and a cupboard near the entrance. Beside 
..tor, there was a door to thc washroom. 

I Imm.,. This is good,” l announced. 

, ih". "Yup ', 'Timm..." the people surrounding me murmured, 
i i,, ,, ;j r idi starred his survey of the room, analyzing everything and 
11 limp, me die good and the bad, 

i ] i .inks Girish A I said, when he had finished. “Anytime,” he 

. I ■ mv lodged. 

.! i which 1 wanted to ask him just one more question - “So when 
.i, • .ii going to leave us alone, for heavens sake!?" Instead, 1 just kept 
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mum, hoping my eyes would do the talking. And Neeru fin 
understood that they should better leave alone for a while, 
whispered to GIrish and 1 don't know what was making the three 
them look at each ocher and smile, l hoped they were not joking a 


sli 


me, 

£-■ rirr 


We arc going to a nearby place to have something, if you gu 
want, we can get something for you, '’ Girish said, moving towards ihas 
door with Necru, 

’'No. I'm s cuffed G I said, "Wow! At last,’’ 1 thought. 

“Girish, if we need something, 1 will cal! you up. And take care of] 
Meeru. Hun t leave her alone, alright?” Khushi said, opening the BisfeJ 
bottle placed on the table, .ffl 

'■Yes, J will. You don't worry By the way, its 8:30 now. Wc should 
leave Delhi by 9:00 so that we can reach Faridabad by about 10:15 
Were already late, you know naf 

"Yeah, Blll don't worry we will manage,” said Khushi. 

“Alright, See yaG 

And finally they left the room and I cook a deep breath to relax, 

1 went and locked the door while Khushi took a Iasi sip of water from i 
the bottle. She noticed me doing that and smiled, then .she kept the 
bo I lit: on the cable and my laptop hag on the chair. 1 stepped between 
the two beds and sat on the left one. She came in and sac on the right 
one, just in front of me. We were together, just the two of us. Ol, 
smiles described out mood. 

fhai moment seemed to be a beautiful dream. We wanted to fed 
and five tit at moment forever, The person with whom I w r as go ins, m 
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• pend the rest of my die v as fight in front of me. 1 could look into her 
beautiful eyes, 1 could touch her, feel her. ! he delight of that moment 
had. both of us spellbound. Words were unnecessary. I scared at her for 
i long time. And when she could not handle my gaze, she looked at 
i he ground, .her neck tilting down and strands of her beautiful hair 
falling in front of her shoulder, covering her right cheek and car. 

And the silence in the room persisted, and there we were, madly in 
love. Still not believing that, finally we had seen each other. Still 
netvotit:, still wondering what to say. 

Gathering her courage, she looked up, into my eyes (which were 
trill focused on her) and moving her hair behind her car again, she 
asked, Sit far mein kai mkkeftti nahl hut* ’ 

Coming as it did, after more than five minutes ol silence, that question 
.sounded hilarious, Ic reminded us both of the old Bollywood movies 
in which the heroine would ask her beloved, "Sufiiye jt, aapke sdfar 
mein .. G and all that. Before she could set my reaction, she understood 
what a stupid and stereotypical question it was, and we looked at each 
ocher and laughed and laughed, falling upon our respective beds. But 
i hat question also became an ice breaker and we both relaxed, 

" Ha ha ha ha! Yeah, 1 mean, mthi hi takleefnahi hni y T said, getting 
up. 

‘ : I am so stupid,” she said, dapping her forehead. 

L 'Nah, you’re not. You are... beaut ifulG i said calmly, looking into 
I ter eyes. 

And I don't know what gave me the courage to raise my right hand 
towards her, to reach her face. My fingers first touched her cheek, the 
middle finger first, then the first finger and then all ol them, helping 
her haii behind her ear, That human touch was incredible. Feeling my 
lingers, on her face, she closed her eyes and I felt her breaching heavily 
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tmw. I watched lien Her good-looking face, the lines on her forehead 
appearing and vanishing. Her curved eyelashes. Her cute nose. Hei 
soft lips, which I very gently rubbed my thumb on, and she start... I 
shaking, tier eyes still closed and her hands gripping the bed-sheet 
very eight. My eyes were the silent observers to dus moment we both 
were in. My mind was hypnotized ami fingers were still trying to 
understand the beautiful face before me, Occasionally, 1 felt her wain 
breath breaking on my cold fingers, 

My consciousness asked me whether what was happening was real 
uid then it answered itsdf- I was not dreaming. She was real. She win 
with me. Deep inside, 1 felt so satisfied, so blessed that the moment »i 
when my angel was in front of me had finally arrived. 

We were lost. Lost in each other. 

“Shommorn,' 1 I whispered in her ears, silently, getting close to her, 
very close. She was still breaching heavily and couldn’t sav anything 
rhis is a wonderful moment, I can’t believe this. You are with me, 

1 moved almost to her bed. 

“Shonaf she said and grabbed my hand. 

In a while, very slowly, she opened her eves and looked at me an I 
smiled. She was so happy so delighted to have me so close to her. An I 
she kept looking at me in that way for some time. 

Raising her eyebrows slightly and still smiling, she asked me, “Tell 
rue, how you are feeling at this instant, with me?” 

I put my arms around her and biting her ear, I F-aid, “Don 1 ! ask me, 

I wont he able to describe it. I just warn to say one thing.,,” Then, l 
whispered in her ear, T am madly in love with you." With that, I 
rested my chin on her shoulder. 

J love you coo A she said and moved Iter fingers ail the way from my 
forearms, to the wrist, then the palm and finally Into the spaces between 
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,, lingers. At that moment, 1 felt so complete. 1 realized how, just like 
in- slu too wanted to live that moment as if it should never end. 

I held hei- in my arms for some bine, from the romantic movies I 
hi> I seen till then, I knew that holding your beloved iti your arms that 
•■■I i. mi. b u different feeling. But that it would be so magical, J never 
!»'•■■■ [bun tiers t an d a n d belie ve ccrtai n thin gs. vox j h a ve to exper i encc 
i in And love is une such thing, Hmmm... Actually* it's not a thing 
ii. a lot more than that, 

\VV were speechless again, just feeling each other. But who needed 
i. i.ilk? Silence was talking at its best, 

inn threatening the silence, another thought crept into my heart, 
Ib-il l sudden,., Should 1 kiss her? And, with that, the battle between 
mi heart and mind star ted. 

! I cart: Yes. 

Mind: No, 

1 lean: Why not? This is such a perfect moment, 1 think l should. 
Mind: What if she doesn't j eel good about it? After all. this is 
just your first date. 

I leart: But will 1 get a moment like this again? :1bmarrow, her 
entire family will be around its. No rime, then. And the next day 
I have to take my flight. I should take a chance right now,.. 

Mind: Chance? First, look into the mirror and ask yourself if you 
t an do this in the first day itself? 
i leart: .Stop that nonsense. E am going ahead. 

Mind: Good luck, 
l leart: Thanks. 

Mind: Hey wait a sec. 

Heart: Now what? 
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Mind: Are you comfortable? May be you want co use the It 
first.,. It helps, you know. 

Heart: Shut up! 

Now, this happens to me most of the time. Sometimes, I think, I ai 
not coo strong, mentally. And that’s why my heart always wins. But 
to be very honest, l just love that. 

I oxygenated my lungs with a deep breath and turned her aim< 

I SO degrees. Wc now were hieing each other. My arms were still aroi 
her, her hands were on my shoulders. I looked into her eyes, 

/grabbed her 

Looked straight into her eyes 

/ to/d her ? 1 do things 

And I do them in my own way 

I was prepared to fed something for the very first time in my life and ■ 

I wont lie - my heartbeats, at that moment, were faster th* 
Schumacher in his Ferrari. I looked into her eyes and drew dose, 

I grabbed her 

Looked straight into her eyes 
With a wink, I drew her dose 
My lips moved,\ but this time not to say 

I told her .; I do things 
And I do them in my own way 

Yes, it was going to be my first ever kiss.,. 

Burl 

But,.. How I hate the word B-U-T 

But fate had co intervene and Girish, playing devil, called her up 01 
her ceil. The ringtone shattered my utopia and, before I could read 


[iavindtr Singh ■+■ 


In i lips, she wanted to answer the call. And before she could answer 
i hr call, she looked at the clock, 

"Oh mv God! Its 91 N-HN-Ef she said, (no, she screamed) and 
«lretched to reach her ceil phone. 

'’Its Girish,” she said, pressing the answer button. 

While she was talking to Girish, I collapsed on the bed in total 
iti’iinay, wondering at Girishs sense of timing. How could he be so 
perfect? I was fuming inside. 

All the while, she continued with that call: 

v 'Hami holed 

"Yeah. I know wc have to leave, 11 She turned her back to me and 
walked towards the door which was locked from inside. 

"No, we don't want anything to eat, 1 She looked back at me and 
\Y suited with her other hand to ask me if 1 was hungry. 

■ L \es Girish, [ust five more minutes yaar A She clenched and 
unclenched her fist. 

' Arey\ 1 know baba. 1 said na> we will manage," and she looked at 
herself in the mirror. 

"Now will you please hang up? Pleaseeeeer” She turned her back 
mwards the mirror. 

"Yeah, wc will be there in five minutes. Alright? Bye now, 1 And she 
i ,nne co me, disconnecting the call. She was panicking, all of a sudden. 

"Shona! I have to- leave. I am getting late. Mom must be about co 
nil. 11 

Hmm.Alright. Don't worry, you 11 be on time. Where arc Neem 
,n k| Girish? 11 1 tried to comfort her and, more importantly, co extinguish 
ihe fire that had just now been burning in me, 

"At the reception, 11 she answered. 
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Ok. And I guess you guys will be going by the same cab/ I ask* 
getting tip from die bed and taking a sip of water from the half-fill* 
bottle. 

“Yes,, the same cab/' she said, getting up and moving towards tl 
mirror again. 

Then her cell-phone rang again and, again* it was Girish. I pick* 
up the call this time, 

"Hey, I guess you should hurry up. It has started raining again*” he 
said. 

Though I hated him at that moment, I still said* “Yes, just a sccont 
We are coming down. See you. there." 

We were about to leave that room* when she screamed one more 
rime. “Shit! I forgot this/ she said, looking at the big plastic bagfr! 
which Neeru had left at the entrance to die room. 

Site quickly picked them up and said, “Shona, this is for you. 31 

“What is this?” 

"Open it. h 

I did what she asked, A blue-striped shirt with a Park Avenue ts 
and two ties: one* black with white stripes in the middle^ the other 
steel-colored. I was so pleased. A girl bought something for me.,. My 
Kliushi bought something for me. And I suddenly recalled a couple of 
managers from my office whom I used ro sec, at times* in shops slot 
with their wives, who were selecting shirts for them, I felt good* realizing 
all those things were happening to me now. New things* different 
things* beautiful things. 

'For me?" 1 asked her. 

"No, For that fat cab driver*” she tried to tease me. 

"Really? You had an affair with him too?” T teased her back. 

'"‘Shut up," she responded with a smile but her eyes wanted me to 
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lur her. Then she reminded me, I have to rush now. It has started 
I .lining. 11 

"Oh yes. Lets go,” I said* dropping the box on the bed behind me 
.11 id stepping out of die room. This rime I made sure to walk beside 
hci\ and she acknowledged that with her mischievous smile, 

We were about to teach the reception when I couldn’t control myself 
.my more and asked her* "Why are you leaving Khushi? Don’t go... 
Please/ And my speech paused there* along with my feet. 

She stopped there as well and held my hand in hers and said* “Just 
,l couple of months and I wont have to leave you this way. I will be all 
yours/ There was so much love in those words as if* from now on* she 
was going to take care of me forever. 

"I know/ I said, 

“Now shall we go before Girish gives another call?" 

“Yes/ 

Back at the reception, we met Neeru and Girish again. 1 hey were 
trying to tease Khushi with their faces and expressions but she was, 
somehow, managing everything with her simple smiles* digressing from 
what they wanted to hear. Wq all stood there for a few minutes before 
they went ro their cab which was parked outside the ho ed¬ 
it was drizzling. They got seated and the cab reversed. I hey were 
leaving and my eyes were following the left window from which she 
was waving to me, I almost ran into the middle of the road to catch a 
last glimpse of her for the day Then the cab took a right turn ar the 
end of the street and she disappeared. 

But Oh! I loved the light rain shower and looked up at the sky, 
thanking the heavenly firmament. 
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fhat day did hoc end there, though. 

A Few minutes later, i was in my room, busy performing my victory 
dance and singing the lines ''"pckla msha t pehla khumaav* Just like in 
die movie, 1 placed mv left foot on the bed and jumped back on die 
ground to my right, in slow motion. I lie only difference being, my 
landing was nor successful and I broke the glass of water placed beside 
the TV. 

Shattered glass on the floor. And silence... 

Standing alone, in front of the mirror E scolded my reflection, ,: Scc 
what you have done?" 

1 he very next moment, my reflection smiled and murmured* "nttyd 
pymr hid, jiava imtihaan." 

1 was out of control, wondering how I could tell the world that I 
was die happiest man on the planet at that moment. The feelings 
within me were straining to come out. And \ don t know whether I was 
failing to handle them, or celebrating them in the bat possible way. 

finally, 1 grabbed my cell again to give her a call and tell her, "You 
are damn beautiful. You are so perfect... I am so lucky...” l went on 
and on, and she heard all that with a smile. 

She was still in that cab and I could hear giggling voices around her. 
All she said was, And vice versa. I have so much to say, but just cant. 
You know na. 

We calked tor a very short while and then 1 ordered my dinner which 
arrived in another 10 minutes. By 10:30, I had eaten and die bellboy 
came to my room to collect die dinner places and bowls. 

"How Yr r as the food, sir?" lie asked. 

Did 1 really notice the caste? Forget the taste, did 1 even know what 
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i I s I h ad eaten? All I could think of was tier face, the way ic appeared 
tu it J pulled her in my urns, her eyes and her fragrance which still 
i i a seed in ray breath, 

Hue ! answered, "Oh yes, ll was good.' 

I ii gathered the plates and lefc my room. 

by I 1:30, l .still couldn't sleep, though 1 was tired. I was hung over 

...thing so different, for die lust tune. [ was celebrating die spirit 

F h ingin love. Everything around me appeared beautiful because the 
■iili, thing running through my mind was beautiful. 

Mil- too was going through something simitar, 1 learnt when she 
illed me at last. And we talked for a long time, candidly: confessing 
m fears; describing die thoughts flowing in our mind when we saw 
. ii ocher at die airport, when 1 sat on the front seat, leaving her 
; 1 1 ii ui, when I locked the door of cm room from inside once \ r ueni 
in I (drish had left, when 1 pulled her in my arms; our happiness, the 
iiphm'ia in which we sail were. 1 done remember when, exactly, we 



ll-' next morning, I was waiting feu Garish, Khushi had called me up 
icli me that CIrish would be coming to Delhi for some work and 

•.. pick me up on his way back to Farida bad. 1 was going to nicer 

hr i family except her dad who was in Punjab, taking part in some 
I nous event at a gurudwara there. 

V Kite l waited for him, I spent my time doing some peculiar things, 
it mding in front of the mirror, I practiced lines which I might have ro 
vu, i ll front of her family in different situations. J wanted my facial 
- | uessions arid body language to make a good impression on her family 
■ii.l rehearsed some common lines; 
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"No, no, my parents wont have any issues if she tarries on. with her | 
career after marriage. I n fact, I am marrying, her because she is a career^ 
oriented girlT AVkh a brilliant use of the hands,) 

Tm not sure it wed! move north so soon but, yes, the plans i 
there. (With confidence.) 

“Oh yes. J can cook. In my work-related trips abroad. I learnt thaifl 
you know. It might not be as delicious as what she can prepare., but u I 
serves its purpose, (With a smile,.) 

And so on, jfl 

1c was ] 0:00 AVI. lb kill some more time, I moved out to the lotinge, | 
I was nervous again as 1 left my room. The nervousness of facing sol 
many new people at once. In the lounge, 1 glanced through the I 
newspaper and had a cup of tea, which was my only breakfast, J wasn't 1 
feeling hungry at all, but excited and. thrilled. 

A few minutes later, my cell phone beeped. It was an SMS from her 

G Irish w| h dr re by 10,1 5, 

H ready and Gud Urk- A few 
hrs from now if II b among 
nr would he in laws. >j 

As soon as I read her message, a new number flashed on my cell i,I 
screen, i'his rime, it was Garish calling me outside. 1 quickly finished I 
my tea, put the newspaper back in the rack and left the hotel. 

Soon, 1 was in his Qualis. Obviously, his dad was a big man. On out I 
way to Id rid a had, he kept telling me about bis dad, who had been .m 
M LA some years back. He kept talking about bis investments in red • 
estate and in shares. And i kept replying with "ok, ' "yeah" and H 
re a! I y n o t tea i ty lis ten i n g to his big ta' k, Al I th a t was goi ng th to uglvl 
my mind at that point was how things would pan out in the UC-tfl 
couple of hours. 3 had never been to any in-laws till then! With the resf-1 


pi nut relatives, it was always the boys family who went to the girls. 
But here, things were so different. I was all alone. 

So many thoughts going through my mind... 

I am all ahme. Damn! / dtn/t even believe / am doing this, 
goi fig ro visit my in-laws. 

Do I need to tell her mother one more time that I love Kirns hi? 
i hank God her dad is not home. 

I should sound mature, A responsible citizen. Shit! Not citizen. A 
responsible person who will keep their Khushi very happy for the 
rest of her life. 

What trill her home he like? Bigger than mine? 

Is anybody going to ask me my salary? Should f add a few more 
thousands to the figuref 

They have a big ear too and l have just a bike - not even a 
Pulsar, at that. 

Damn! What all I am thinking? Shit! 

'A hat happcncdf asked Girish. 

No, no, nothing, I. said, wondering if he heard my thoughts. 
Hey! Hey! Aisa hi hota ha if lie mocked my condition. 

"What do you mean, aisa hi hota hai ?' 1 1 asked to hide my restlessness, 
Kueh riahinT he said with a smile and put on some music, 

After almost an hour, we reached our destination. On the way, I 
bought a pineapple cake tor rhem from a con feci ionary in Bari da bad, 
which Girl sh a aid was one of the best in their city 

Here we are. Lo an gaya aapka sasuraalf said G Irish, 

Boy! i his is Li. I said to myself, 

jr J 
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J rook a deep breath and got down from die vehicle and looked at 
the white-colored house in front of me, Then I opened the black gate 
and walked in. There were a few plants, with dowers blossoming in 
them. A tiled veranda, half of which was covered with a shed. I knocked 
on the door in front of me, while Girish came after locking his cat. 

Somebody opened the door and [ was excited to see who si was 
going to be. 

Her mom. In a very simple and decent suit. No makeup at all, 
simply a kudu in her right hand, .She appeared as simple as my morn. 
She smiled when she opened the door to welcome me in. 

"Sat Sri Akd: J said and bent down to touch her feet. 

"SiU Sri Akal betajid she said kissing my forehead. 

Her mom was delighted to see me. Finally. 1 was in front of her eyes. 
She was seeing, for the first time, rhe person who was going to take her 
beloved daughter away from her. And in those eyes were so many 
expectations* so many concerns and so much hope for her daughter. 

She welcomed me into the drawing room. Girish followed me, 
couching her feet, 

"'Bauho hctdS she said to both of us. 

While we made ourselves comfortable, she asked me if I was well 
and if my journey had been comfortable. Then she went out of the 
room, saying "Main bus abhi aayid Probably, she went to the kitchen. 

Back in the drawing room, I was adapting to tny would-be mmmai 
] liked the ambience of the room: die sofa and the chairs surrounding 
die center tabic at one end of the room; the TV set at the opposite 
end, in a movable cabinet that bad a lot of other stuff on its shelves- 
decorative pieces, including small, flowery miniatures on the upper 
left, a toy-train on the right (possibly Diana); the money-plant in one 
corner, between the sofas and chairs; a couple of beautiful paintings on 
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lie wall with the signatures of their makers at the bottom-right, The 
i>ne in front of me was big, almost a meter long, and depicted the 
i'iUirant of a Prince, who was on his horse, with Ills bride being carried 
ii i a doll and a few people playing the shehnai. 

“H o\\ are you feeling?” Girish whispered from the other end of the 
■athi, having his share of fun in till that was happening. 

"1 am doing fine,' I whispered back. 

"Good/’ he smiled, 

A little later, somebody came into the room. A beautiful girl in a 
light green top and black denim, with a tray in her hand, carrying 
■.ill-drinks in beautifully carved glasses. It was Neeru. The day before, 

I had not noticed how beautiful she was. But how could 1, when her 
.nil more beautiful sister was in front of me. Anyway, I was happy 
wirli one more thought, "Beautiful Sttali too.' 

So, this is how It started. With cold drinks and a whole lot of snacks, 
dry fruits and sweets, Neeru and her mom joining us with llieir dnt- 

■ Ilk. Questions from her mom: How was my family doing back in 
i kissa? For how long was l going abroad? And many more... At times. 

he talked about their family, which means that 1 got to know once 
more, the things 1 already knew. 

Deepu was in Assam, working with an MNC. Pushkar and Ainrii 
l.L.k.a. Ami di) would be here in hall an hour or so. 

Already, there were so many similarities between Khuslu and me. 
And, now, I saw so many similarities between our families too. Both 
were religious-minded and believed in simple living. Hei mother, in 

■ acb and every aspect, appeared just like my mother. 

As wc talked, [ occasionally kept raising my eyebrows looking at 
Neeru, .silently asking her about her elder sisters yvhereaboiits. 

"Have p a tie nee. .She is getting ready. Sitf anpke lije hi J she replied 
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and laughed ar_ me. Then die brought me a place, “Take one samosa* 
“ Haanji hem, fo na " her mom insisted. 

And this continued 
"Oh. Have some cashews. 

*Thanks7 

“Try this aaloo bhujiah 
'"No, please, Im stuffed." 

"No, no... Take some. Alright, cry this dbokU then. You will love 

* n 

It. 

“A,., a,., a I right, lh.it this is the last one. ' 

"Atvy, nap to Utah le hi nabs nthe ho ,., Yeh lo ttah 
Ll j \ r ahtn, please. Thanks. Bas t has., iW'This is coo much .,. 11 
With so much, I feared constipation and jf not that, definitely loose 
motions. 

Almost twenty minutes passed and there was still no sign ot the girl 
I had come there for. Back in that room, the four of us were talking to 
each other. At times, Neeru and Girish were smiling at each other, 

T hen all of a sudden, a voice traveled from inside, “Ncccccuuiuuuur 
"Lo, hagai taiyaar mahanmi, Neeru said, getting up from her chair 
and going to Khushi. 

Moments later. 1 heard two different footsteps approaching lis. 
There she was. My angel in a ravishing suit: pink kameez, sky blue 
pyjaami and a blended chunni with many shiny stones malting uneven 
lines on ir Her hair, long and .silky. Glossy lips and those glittering car 
rings. 

She looked at me and said, “Hi!” 

"Til! " I responded with a smile, amazed at how beautiful she looked. 

I here vva;, 3 different kind of hesitation between us now, to talk to 





1 u 3i ether in front of everybody. ,Si ill, we went ahead. 

With her eyes she asked how r she looked. 

And 1 said, “You look amazing " 

I hank you." she said and joined us. 

She vac right in front of me. She really looked so beautiful in Indian- 
• .ir. 1 wished everybody in that house would vanish for a couple of 
hunts, so char 1 could keep staring at her that way. 

We all s tar Led calking. Every now and then, she was adjusting her 
hn/itU which kept sliding down her right shoulder. On her moms 
insistence* she picked up a few cashews from the dry-fruits bowl, leaving 
1 h<- flhokfa and msgulUi because they would mess her lipstick. At times, 
In- looked at me and noticed how I was looking at her with everyone 
'imind and she silently begged me to rake my eyes off her. But men 
Mil always be men. 

lo break her spell on me, she started talking to me. 

'What time is vour flight tomorrow?” 

“ 7:30 in the morning." 

"So you 11 have to leave the hotel at around 4;30, then? ’ 

"Yeah. 1 have to wake up early tomorrow.” 

And we all kept talking for a while. I was much more comfortable 
by them apart from the fear of being offered more food. Girish wanted 
to leave. Elc had just risen from the couch when we heard a car arriving 
.11 die gate, 

'"Hey! Ami di aa gayi? Neeru almosE sang that, rushing to the door 
,ind peeping out. 

"'And Pushkar?” S wanted to confirm the arrival of another male too, 
'hike south hi to itayi hongi* Girish said. 

And few seconds later, both Pushkar and Ami di came in, wiping 
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theii a shoes on the door-mac. Everyone stood up to welcome them, a$ if ] 
they were the ones for whom we all had assembled. Seeing them, I goi I 
up too. 

"Wow! Such a warm welcome for the second son-in-law of the house. ] 
Hmm... I m the next, lough competition, dude!” 1 thought to jnysell 

In her black top and blue denim, Ami di looked like a professional 
±]" century lady. Her denim was in the A rent, weird fashion - the 
one in which girls would fold up their jeans' legs a few inches above 
their ankles, showing the light, inner color of else denim. I don’t 
know what's so exciting about it. We guys used to do that while 
[haying soccer in mud, in om school days. Her glasses had a stylish 
frame, and she had a different style of tying her hair at the back - of 
course, a modern one. 

Altogether, Aim di appeared a h 'YoJ Yo!" girl. 

A "Yo! Yo! girl, in our term means... a,., a.,. Yo! YoJ kind of gal 

l he thing which \ liked most in her was the red and white bangles 
covering both her hands. Of course, they revealed that she got married 
ilm very year. According to custom, these bangles stayed on the hands 
of a newly-married girl for almost a year. 

Pushkar appeared very simple to me. 

After shaking hands and saying hi and hello, everybody settled 
down on rbe sofas and chairs. Conversation started again, 

'"So how are you, Ravi nr"' Push k a r asked. 

I am fine, thanks, f low are you guys doing?” I asked, looking at 
both of them, 

Pretty good. And how arc your parents and brother back there?" 
Ami di asked this time, 

"They are doing well A J replied with a smile. 

And so w r e continued our chitchat on various topics: my office, their 
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< i(lice, Khu$hi J $ office; the different places we visited, which was a chance 
1 1 u me to boast about my trips abroad; Delhi traffic, CAT, the next 
Indian Idol and what not.,. 

And , yes, there was a second round of snacks and, of course, I had to 
I rep the new arrivals company. J fell like I was going to explode. 

Meanwhile, finish got another call on his cell and, die way he rushed 
■ " to his Qualbu we were sure it was his dad, All 1 could say to him 
was "thanks’ 1 - for helping me reach this place and, more importantly, 
I '! being the only other man with mr among those ladies till Pushkar 
urived. He left. 

The conversation really warmed up in a while, and ii didn't take me 
'• v: n half an hour to realize that Pushkar was a cool dude. He appeared 
hi be very practical. And the entire female union kept boasting about 
Ins greatest asset - 

Fata bah Jija hahnt iuheha kkmtm banaate bain, t ic lias learnt the 
ii l of cooking.' said Neeru proudly, as if her jiju was going to present 
.mother cookery show on Star Plus. But. well, a guy who cooks lovely 
1 iod, knows ho w to garnish various dishes and how to place the forks 
nid spoons on the dining table is a dream guy lor 99.99% of the girls 
■ iii this planet, {in fact, I'm sure its the same on other planets too.., if 
ihere are girls on them.) 

Neeru had just initiated this topic and it didn't take even a couple 
i A minutes for Pushkars great hobby to become a threat for me 
kliusliis morn threw me a bouncer. “Beta nap hhaami Inina hte hof” 
die asked politely and, unfortunately, with much expectation. 

Silence. The sound of someone grinding cashew between their teeth 
muld be heard. 

Everyone was waiting for sny response. It was as if, while following 
in India-Pakistan cricket match on the radio, they had just heard that 
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'Icndulkar had hir the ball high in the air and were waiting for dir 
commentator ro reveal \i it was a six or a catch. 

Staring .li. 'bt bubbles in my glass oi Cioke> l thought, "Now the 
next question you will ask me is ‘Will you lie able to iron her salwait 
kiimeez? Or, ‘Do am .sing? A rev, hitch gm he nmao na'i See! This Lj 
what happens when you come to such places without your parents 
‘1 lie other party tries to validate you on different platforms so candidly, 
and you cannot say no to ever/ question.' 

1 tried to come up with some answer, looking at my cell phone and 
wishing that it would ring so that I could escape the questions which 
I was going to face. But the damned gadget was meant to ring only at 
the worst times - like the evening before, with the kiss that could have 
been - but never when 1 needed it the most. 

fin ally, swallowing a few times in my nervousness, I went ahead 
and told them what they wanted to hear. 

"Ah, umm... Yes, 1 can. With most of the things, I am kind oi OK, 
But I make good p,ir/inthas, - - ’’ 

l had til even completed, when her sweet acid innocent mother, 
delighted by my answer, asked me, “Katin kaun separdntbeV* 

"Now this is too muchT Well, 1 didn't actually say that, but that's 
what 1 was chinking and I wondered il ! was supposed to recite a menu 
list, like Pappu uncle from the Punjabi dhaba at Bud a. 

But. interestingly* the next moment J had a smile on my face. I was 
amused at Lhe kind ol questions being put to a software engineer, l 
nevei thought I'd be facing such ail interview! not even in my weirdest 
dreams, l was happy that, for a change, I was being asked such different 
questions, 1 told myself "These were not bad questions but exciting 
ones. Be confident and go ahead," 

And 1 went ahead and said, "Mitmnu, 1 can prepare many - aalno 
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I , rM az he, occasionally ke and mooli ke hhi in the winters.” 

M Ravin, that's good. When did you learn all this!'' Pushkar 

„ J, ,|. He seemed to be quite interested. 

\r,a 1 told him. “'When 1 was in Belgium for eight mouths. 1 lived 
,|, „■ alone and had to cook for myself. Before that, 1 never did any 

.king. Necessity is the mother of invention, you know... ’ 

Keeping ray glass of Coke hack on the table, I told them the story of 
first day in the kitchen, where 1 wanted to make a mixed-vegdish, 
|, IM ended up preparing a hoi pool ol spicy, colored water m which 
Vl j■ 1-1 abler were swimming. Some of them were so over-boiled, they 
mined into paste and settled down ar the bottom. 

And, as was expected, everybody laughed at Day One of my Cookery 
Sl l0W . \1y Khushi, with a mouthful of soft-dri nk. was trying to, 
umehow, hold back her laughter. Pushkat laughed loudly and almost 
I upped Ills hands, h ;elr § 

And, soon, it was 2:00 PM. No one realized how much time had 
passed oi, at least, t didn't. 

Lunch is ready*" Nceru announced. 

By now 1 had made a little space in my tummy for the rajma which 
Khushi said she had made for me. She knew it was my favorite. 

We a || movc d towards the dining tabic, pulled out the chairs and 
„.c. And site sat. right in front of me. I was looking at my future wife, 
thinking, “A few months later, we will be having our lunch, dinnei 
ind breakfast together and, that too, in the same plate. 

Amused with the same thought, I opened the lid of the bowl m 
front me. 

“Necru, you also come/ 1 said Ami db taking some salad, l he dining 
table was full of various dishes: ptlmef, mint, italoogobhi, salad, a rice 
bowl along with a casserole of chapattis and tny favorite rajma. I he 
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cutlery appeared new, the kind that was brought out for speck 

occasions. 

Everyone at the dining table was helping themselves and each other; 
passing the food stuff, I was trying to get a serving spoon from th( 
ocher end of the table* when Khushi stopped me and silently said! 
“Waic, I will get it,/* 

She picked up die spoon in one hand and a bow] in the other at 
served me. Then, she placed some salad on my plate, and asked me 5 ;;| 
“Chapatti or rice?' 1 

I was looking at my caring sweetheart, who was helping me witl 
my lunch. I was smiling inside, maybe even outside, and in my he? 

I asked her, “You will always take care of me this way.,. Rightf" 

"Chapatti or .Rice? 1:1 she again asked, raising her brows. 

But who was hungry then? Her care and love for me had already 
filled me. Still, I said, “A,,, A.,. Chapatti" 

With her beautiful hands she opened the casserole and quickly mot 
her hand back to avoid the hoi steam. Her bangles tinkled. Then, with 
three fingers she folded two chapa tti$ in half and, very gracefully, placet 
them on my place. She looked ac me and smiled, I wanted her to feed 
me with her own hands so that 1 could lick her beautiful fingers,.. 
of a sudden, I wanted co marry her and marry her very soon. So that 
could lie down in her lap. So that I could have my meals from hi 
hands. 

Everyone went ahead with the lunch. The moment I had that bite II 
knew those anxious eyes were expecting a response from me. I tool 
up into her charming eyes and cold her 1 loved what she had prepares 
for me. She smiled and felt so satisfied when she noticed that I had tl 
rajma before anything else. She then cook her first bite, after I did. 

We got busy wich our meal and the conversation reduced ar 
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narrowed down to the appreciation of the lunch and the people who 
1 1 .id prepared it. I believe it was quarter to three when we were through. 

I was all packed with delicious food, pudding and fruits (dessert, for 
which I struggled to make some space in my tummy). 

Conversation resumed at the sola and chairs again. This time it 
involved humor - good jokes, poor jokes, and jokes which were not 
jokes at all. Even her mother was laughing aloud, along with us 
youngsters. And, at times, i noticed a different smile, A smile which 
was not on tier lips, but in her eyes. A smile which told me that she 
i bought I was a nice guy. A smile which revealed that, soon* she would 
I ic prepared to give her daughter to me, for the rest of her life. A smile 
which was blessing me and her, for a bright future. And somewhere, 
nIrmly, that smile also whispered in my ear the words from her heart, 
'With her, I will be giving you my heart. Take care of her.Always y 

It was 4 o'clock in the evening when we had a cup of tea. £ We’, 
meaning Pushkar and I, as rest of them did not drink tea. Yes, no one 
m that entire family drinks tea. Strange family — chats what Pushkar 
and I fed 

Meanwhile, Khushi went to her room and, the veiy next moment, I 
was astonished co see her SMS on my cell. Wondering why she did 
that* 1 read die message. 

Fit cal u in 2 min . a go out 
in the veranda 2 receive d cat 
Pont let oders kno ddtI m calm. 

And she called me up. 

I acted as if it was one of my college friends and, talking to [his 
iollege friend of mine, I went out into the veranda, and from its furthest 
corner asked her, “Where are you calling from?” 

“Bathroom,” she replied. 
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"Wow: Whit are you doing there,, T I asked mischievously, j 

Shut uj-i] Now listen to me, she said, trying to explain somethin 
to me. 

And: ior the next min Lire, this is what J said; 

‘Wha tr 1 

"Are you crajjy?” 

“Wowr I 

“Bur are you sure you wall be able to do this?" 

1 Yes! Yes! I mean will WE he able to,, .?* 

■'Oh Boy! I can’t believe this. You have such guts. I would lore to da 
this.. 

“ Hireling! But what if we get caught?” 

' Neerur She will help us? Great! Your little sister rocks yaar” 

‘Alright, done. has do this in half an hour. You can call my cab 
right now.” 

1 hrilled and anxious because of her (I mean my college friends) 
cajJ., i returned fo the drawing room. Everything was the same there 
the environment; the talk and the people - but all of a sudden I wanted 
the time to pass quickly I was excited about the plan (which akn 
mvo.ved Neem) that Khushi and I had just discussed. 1 kept wondering 

ii V.T; COllld Killy do it. 


4:10 PM 

Io put our plan into action, we were waiting for Push hr and Ami dD 
departure. 

Every now and then, one of us would look at the wall clock or J 
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MM watch. That and a lew quiet moments made them realise they 
it getting late. And... 
lh ugol 

I bislikar got up and said, looking at Ami di, " L I think we are gerting late/' 

I haring that, Nceru looked at me with her twinkling eyes and J 
|.inked at Khushi. The three of us were ready for action. 

K 4.12 PM 

MtimmaJ 1 have to leave for IMS/ 1 Neeru said, like a kid who doesn't 
ir,illy want to do something, 

"IMS?? Now? But you don't have classes in the evening not” her 
mother asked. 

“There is a doubc-darifkation session today. Khushi also has a class. 

Ask her., 

"You also have to go?" Mamma asked Khushi. 

"Class t& hai) but I won't go if you don’t want me to/ 1 Khushi. replied. 
Meanwhile, l rushed in wirh my lines, "No, no, I think you should 
,■ 11 ahead with your class. Even 1 have to leave soon. A few minutes 
Kack ; one of my college friends from Delhi called up and he wants to 
■Vi- me. 1 cant ignore him, 

Pushkai asked, "How will you girls go then? Do you want me to 
drop you? 1 ’ 

Khushi replied immediately “No, Pashkar. Von guvs go ahead. IMS is 
in a totally opposite direction from where you ate going. We will manage. 

4:15 PM 

I lungs were going as per plan when Pushkar asked me, "Ravin* how- 
will you go back to Delhi? 

"Oh, I had called up a cab. ,S think it’s there, outside," I answered 
him, walking towards the door and looking out to confirm. 
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Looking at her sisters, Ami di said, “Well, in that case. Ravin cars 
d ro p you a r [ M S. 1 r 5 on h is way. 

And this was what we wanted to hear. 

Ami di looked ar me and I pretended that I didn't know. "Oh: IMS 
will be fading on my way? In chat case I can drop you/' J turned 
cowards her sisters. It was getting hard to control our smiles, especially 
when everything was going as planned, 

“You wont have any problem naC Neeru asked. 

And in my heart, l said, “Gome on! Don’t overdo it, dumbo." Aloud, 
1 said. “Oh come on! What problem can I have, in giving a lift to two 
gorgeous ladies? The pleasure will be mine. " I looked at everybody and 
smiled. 

Khiishi rushed to Jicr room anil came back in ecu minutes, having 
changed, She looked stunning in her black top and white denim. She 
started moving from one room to another in search ot her sandals, Still 
busy with, her dressing up, she didn’t notice me. 

"Chiih, let me show you our room, Neeru said and led me to her 
room, which die shared with Khu-shi. At the dour, she gestured with 
her arm, “This is our room,” making my eyes go from riglu to left. 

While site calked about the different things present in her room, I 
was busy seeing something else. My eyes fell on the bed where there 
lay something so attention-grabbing, so fascinating. The pink anti sky- 
blue suit, that my lady had taken off herself a few minutes back, was 
lying on her bed, inside out. It was spread upon the surface of rhe lied, 
covering half oi it. 1 don’t know why it was so exciting for me to gaze at 
die clothes which she had been wearing the entire day in front of me, 
Especially, turned inside turned out. Oh boy! The fact that, minutes 
before, she was in them and they were adhering to tier body was sending 
waves of fantasy through me. A crazy, chilled and warm feeling, that 
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ill, v .■’rill were carrying her fragrance in them, in those wrinkles, in the 
i!..... ,uls of the stitches that were now visible, in that sweet wetness on 
(In underarms, I wished I could touch them, feel them, breathe them. 

I Ud Neeru not been there, l would definitely not have been able to 
mp myself 

Put 1 had to end my fantasy anti look at what Neeru was showing 

.n her different shelves, her boob, her computer and the rest of 

lb norm I was stiIIIiseening to Ncoru wlien Khtishi came in, Itiokiiig 

. .. She was now ready, with her sandals on. 

I he moment her eyes foil on the bed, she quickly rushed to grab 
In i t tothes, 

"Shir!” she softly muttered, revealing her shyness at the favor she 
I unconsciously done for me. Site then took them to the bathroom 
h u she probably hung them behind the door. She thought 1 was 
busy talking to Neeru but, from the comer of my eyes, I noticed what 
ibi ibought 1 didn’t notice. 
i JO PM 

By iimv we were at the door, almost done with out final goodbyes to 
fVrrybody. Pushkar and Ami di got in their car. I couched Mu mm ah 
■ uni she put her hands on my head, 1 said that 1 would see hex a iter 
I ime back from the US. She wished me a happy journey, 

I hushi. Neeru and I then made a move towards my cab, The feeling 
. l '.I, rory within us was at its peak then, when we found ourselves at 

I lasts top o f ou i j \i iss ion. Our i m med i ate d es cina cion wa s 11 ic ! M S 
nu i , where we would drop Neeru who would attend an unscheduled 

I I , m an unknown batch. And Khushi would not step our of the cab 
. the would be with me for the rest of the evening - without letting 
h i family know. That was our plan. 

tint then, something happened the very moment we got into our 
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cab and locked the doors ~ a contingency wc hadn't even thought | 
about, let alone planned for, 

All of a sudden Khushi s mother remembered chat she bad to go m 
the dail y, from where slur used to get milk, every evening* for that I 
home, 1c would soon dose down and, with no one left in the house, it I 
would be a problem for hen And, unfortunately. I found out chat, I 
besides IMS, the dairy also fell on my route, 

Cl 1,'h,,< dr,,, y,,. ves.,, we,., Wc will drop her mtA Khushi J 
stammered, looking at Neeru and me, her eyes full of questions to | 
which neither of us had ail answer. 

The plan for her escape w r ith me was now dangling on a broken ^ 
bridge, and we didn't have any idea what was going co happen next, 1 
All we were wondering was: Could wc gcr away with id How tonga 
would it take for the truth co come out? Would we have to pile on 
more lies to conceal tile first lie: Then, Khushi whispered in my ear, 
making sure her mother didn’t notice, ''The dairy will come before jj 
IMS, Don't worry," We would be back on track after the dairy*. Or so h 
seemed, 

Khushi started explaining the route to the driver, At times, 1 felt she J 
was explaining more than necessary, talking too much. I was not sure if 
it was her nervousness (her mother was with ns!) or her excitement j 
{the plan could still work out!). Whatever it was, it was making me afl 
little conscious and I wished that moment would soon pass. N o sensible 
guy would want bis future mother-in-law to see him as a person who 
deceived her and ran off with her daughter on the very firs: day. 

But Khushi,,, I don't know what was wrong with her. Site was talking 
a lot. Talking to the driver, talking to Momma, talking to everyone. 
Talking, explaining, Explaining* talking. 

And with 50 much explanation, the driver got little confused and he 
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ended up asking Neeru, who was sitting on the front seat., “A futaji to 
Jasry mk jaayengi. Aur aap kahan titk iaaogA Delhi takf' 

And then the blunder happened. 

.Vly excited, talkative, nervous Khushi forgot, for a second, the alibi 
w L'd been building up tor the last hour and said, before.: Neeru had a 
. I Lance co answer, "Nahtn bhuiyya, yeh to IMSpe hi uiarjaayegiA 

Before she could understand what she had done, her mother tapped 
her shoulder and asked, Ye to IMSpthi umr jayegi mazhzht Tuney kahaan 
uuirna hai fir?’ Of course her mother’s radar had become very active, 

>i iug to understand what was happening. 

"Gay; bhaim paani mein A' 1 heard Neeru say to herself without 

I ""king back. My expression said* "Hdv Shit!” 

And Khushi. 

Khushi bit her tongue, realizing the mess she had created. She took 
mother name -- a friend she was going co meet first, so that she could 
i.ike bet notes, But her mother had already smelled something fishy 

II id she looked it Neeru and asked, "Neeru, What's happening?' 1 

And Neeru, helping her elder sister out of the mess, replied. 
'iVlumma, she has co get her maths notes from a friend, first, ' 

It that moment, die cab arrived at the dairy where their mother 
u;is to halt. I'm sure she wanted to say a lot of things to hci daughters, 

■ specially the elder one but, because of my presence, she only said, 
t A me back home on time, Theek haif 

"Haanji, Yes* Mumrna," the females in the cab replied. And I bid 
goodbye to their mother for the last rime. 

As soon as she left and the cab moved on, Neeru and [ both yelled, 
‘What the hell did you do!?” 

Khushi looked down and said, "Sorry,” like a kid whose parents 
have caught him breaking a window with his cricket bail. 
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"Martr mane hack? ham. .. }? AA' naaT Nceru said. 

Still, all of ius were relieved by the narrow escape. But it was nor an 
escape. Parents know [heir children so well, ‘['hey have spent much 
morr i arse than us in this world and* of course, if at our age wc think 
' lVt ar ^ L smart, Llien st chcir age they ate smarter. Her mother had 
understood very well that her elder daughter was definitely not heading 
towards IMS but someplace eke. But that’s rhe beaut]/ of a mothers 
heart. She allowed her to go, without letting her know that site knew 
where her daughter was going. 

Back in the cab. Nem i and I were laughing at K hush is great work. 
I noticed rbc drivers smiling face in the rearview mirror. He had also 
figured out what we were up to. In another five minutes, we reached 
IMS, where Nceru got down. 

"Bye-bye beautiful/ 1 waved my hand. 

“Bycccef' she sang in her sweetest voice and reminded me. "Bring 
me a ton of chocolates from the US." 

"1 will, for sure," I replied. 

Site then walked towards her destination aid we moved towards 
ours - the lioid ! was staying in, in Delhi. This part of the plan even 
Ncem didn’t know about. All she was told by her sister was that we 
were going to watch a movie, A double-cross! 

Khushi, again, touched my heart with this, f was happy seeing her 
excitement and satisfaction matching mine:. My love had cooked up a 
story to spend rime with her pjince charming, (Oh, yes] l was given 
chat title by ray princess, that evening.) i appreciated her guts and her 
willingness to be with me. After ail, she was the one who lied and 
planned dungs. The eagerness in her, to spend a few more moments 
with me, an evening.,. The trust she showed in me that day created an 
intangible bond between our hearts. 
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I turned towards her and saw that beautiful innocent face glowing 
-ii happiness. 1 was silting In her side and ir was tike being in a 
I . .uitiful dream. Yes, 1 know what was happening was all real. Yet, it 
'. is so magical, liven the air that surrounded us in the cab was different. 

I Iclt great and was glad that she was mine and I was with her. And, at 
that point of time, I never knew she was going to give me the l jest hour 
nl my life. 

m 

Tijf 

’u about 6:00 PM that evening, wc reached my hotel. Before we got 
down, 1 asked the cab driver to be back by 7:30 so that 1 could drop 
her home by 8:45 or so. According to the plan, 3ier class ar IMS was to 
l.i.sc till 8;30 that evening, 

Walking up the staircase of the hotel I fdt a different feeling. 1 found 
myself among a different section of my friends, Friends who possessed 
i girlfriend, with whom they hung out in their cars, took them out to 
■ I inner, or maybe to a disco or a movie. Maybe their girlfriends had to 
lie to their families too, just like mine, l don’t know why 1 never felt 
Tar way earlier. Khushi had been in my life for a couple of months by 
ihen, But 1 guess her presence in front of me was making me see myself 
in fiiar class ol my friends. And. to be honest, seeing myself in that 
i. iregorv w as exciting. With her in my life, the world appeared so good 
u> me, 

Walking together, we readied mom 301 once again. I handed over 
i III; keys of the room to her - I wanted her to open my room. 

We entered and 1 switched on the light. My room was a little 
messy, with many things dumped on die bed - the empty water bottle, 
i T-shirt, my cell phone’s charger and hands-free set all tangled up 
with each other, the bed sheet half on the bed and halt on the floor and 
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some of my official!, but nor-so-important documents underneath mj 
pillow. 

"-Sony for this mess. I thought the hotel people would do this/’ 1 
■saith rubbing my hand behind my neck. 

She smiled:, probably recalling how I used to boast that i was j neat] 
and tidy guy. She could now see that with her own eyes, 

1 il lie back in a minute, I said and went to the washroom to wash 
my tired and oily face. 

W' hesi 1 came out, two or three minutes later, 1 saw something which 
pleased me immensely. My room had been tidied up in those few , 
minutes. From my bed, the things had returned to their proper places, 

I he 1-shirt in the closer, tire charger wrapped and placed beside the 
I V on the I V set. the empty water-bottle in the dustbin, the official 
papers all piled up on the table beside the bed. 

And who did that? Of course, it was the teal neat and tidy person in 
that room. 

Wcn.v! Now that's what being with a girl is. I felt this for the very J 
first rime. This is what is called a womans touch. This is why we keep jl 
hearing, "Men build houses, but women make homes, H And now 1 
had found one such woman. 


A little later, we were sitting on the bed, with our feet in the channel ■ 
between the lwo beds. On my laptop we were watching a dance video II 
in which I had performed some time ago. It was a cultural festival back j 
at Inlay v Sue was so excited to see me dancing and kept saving that it 
she happened to get on board at Inly* we will perform together at the < 
next cultural meet With those glittering eyes, she kept looking at the! 
laptops screen. And I kept looking at her.,, 

i am still not sure what was so beautiful about the side of her neck, 
underneath her ear, to which her Jong earring was drawing iny ^ 
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mMention, l stared at her neck and 1 stared at it some more. Her beauty 
*.,% trapping my senses. And my senses were freezing every second, 
die was still watching chat video when 1 came very dose to her neck 
ml, without uttering a single thing, 1 kissed her there, 

I did not see her expression then, as I was still feeling her neck and 
i lie sweet smell of her body. This happened in no time and she was not 
111 a condition to react either. When she gained her senses in a while* 

• lie responded by raising her face, letting me get to her neck, beneath 
tier chin, and I went ahead, kissing each and every cell of hers. Our 
r ycs were closed. I grabbed her in my arms, felt her arms stiffening and 
yripping tightly the corner of my shirt, her voice expressing what she 

felt, I 

The video on my laptop was still running, but it failed to interrupt 
us. 

She almost left herself in my hands, 1 leaned on her a bit and she 
leaned on the bed, our feet still touching the ground. She crossed her 
1 1 iiids nound my neck and mv hands wore supporting her body, 
together we were sliding down, every single second. 1 he kisses and 
passionate hugs continued till we fell on the bed. 

Suddenly, I remembered something. "1 11 come in a second, }u l u a 
single second/ 1 I whispered in her ear. Her eyes were still closed. And 
I went and checked anti double-locked the room. 1 switched off our 
mom's bright light and switched on the washroom's light allowing n 
m illuminate out room softly, I did that for a reason which I did not 
i, |l h cr m e tnories fro r n a i no vj e were bo died ng m e, hi wh ich a h i dde n 
, a mera in a hotel room captured a couple. 

Then I came back to her. But her eyes were not dosed anymore. She 
was scaring at me as I walked towards her. Holding her hands in mine 
I stood by her and looked into the depth of her eves. And, for the first 
rime, I noticed something different in them. I saw a girl in whose heart 
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fear had entered. Then J realized what caused ic. The innocent girl, 
whom 1 saw in those eyes, was afraid of being with a guy, especially on 
his bed, in a dosed room, double-locked, which was not even lit properly 
but illuminated by a dim light seeping in from the washrooms open 
door, She did nor say anything, hue i saw everything rhat was going 
through her mind at that instant, 

“Sbona,,she said, and l gently whispered "Ssshhh!" and placed \ 
my hand upon her lips, not allowing her co speak, I rati my palm 
across her forehead and very gently closed her eyes once more, my 
fingers flowing on her eyelashes. Then 1 said co her, very softly, “You 
know what? 1 won t do anything which our conscience and values don'! 
allow. I just cant. For the simple reason that 1 Jove you. 1 know my 
limits and 1. promise nothing will happen to make you feel 
uncomfortable, nothing that you will regret later. I promise... just be 
with me in tins moment." And my angel wrapped me in her arms, 
pulling me closer to her. 

L ' Shon a!" sire called my name with such affection. "1 love you so very 
much, for everything you do tor me/ 5 1 felt her hands crawling on my 
back. Her fear had disappeared and she was celebrating having me ii 
her arms. 

1 was lying partly on the bed and parti} 1 on her. Site was becoming 
mischievous and 1 was no different. Neither of us knew when die video 
in m f laptop stopped. But the moment 1 realized this, without hel 
noticing, I ran my favotice soundtracks playlist on my laptop at a low 
volume, adding to the romantic ambience of the room. 

Everything was jUSt perfect— a dimly lit room, light music running 
in the background, nice bed sheets, and she and !. 

[ blew upon her eyes, which made her ladies go down further, gently 
dosing her eyes. That wisp of air moved on her forehead from left to 
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ig v, back to her eyes hen er < .ire nose, making an irregular figure 
ii her cheeks, scrolling between tier lips and riding her chin from 
where it slid down Uj her neck and was lost in the air between us, -She 
opened her eyes again. I touched her nose with mine after which 1 
1 ubbed it against hers, just like mothers do to their beautiful babies to 
express their love. She, too, was a beautiful baby. My baby. She smiled 
w i vh that m i seb i evo us shy ness. 

What a beautiful moment that was! And, ol course, i had co make it 
•i memorable one, and how could chat he without a kiss? And thats 
why, in no time, 1 thought of so many things to make it a perfect 
Kiss... I'll do this... I'll do diar... I will embrace her this way, hold her 
fice that way... and then... So much planning for a kiss. And, then* I 
went for tt. 

Scon, our laces were close co each other, slightly tilted at opposite 
ingles, our warm breaths falling on. each other's lips. My lips touched 
lu:i s. I kissed her. And I kissed her again 

] don’t remember when 1 closed my eyes and I was lost in her. That 
moment was a heaven that I knew for the first time in my life. In that 
moment, 1 forgot everything, forgot everything that I had planned a 
lew minutes back. Forgot even the fact that I had planned something. 

I or got chat the next day I was lo leave tins country. Forgot my job, the 
< A l exam, forgot my friends and my family. Forgetting everything, I 
lived chat one moment... The best' hour of my life. 



i don't remember whether I opened my eyes first, or she did. But we 
were looking into each others eyes, 

1 was still lying on her. 

.She smiled* I smiled. 
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She blinked her eyes, 1 blinked mine, 

Kissing my forehead o ne mo re rime* she said, “I love you sooooooo 
much, Shorn," 

And 1 rubbed my nose against hcf£ one more time and repeated, *1 
love you so so so so much, sweetheart, 1 

We had been so busy with our romance that we forgot to look at the 
time. We had asked the cab driver lo be there at the hotel entrance by 
7:30, The wall clock in from of me said it was 8:30, 

Ub-oh! Do you know what time it is?" E asked, very casualty, : 
smiling. 

She immediately looked at [he clock. And then she screamed, just 
like the way she did die day before, 

'■EIGHTTHIRTYJW?" ] 

And with iliac, she got up from die bed, panicked, rushed litre and .. 
there grabbing her belongings, her cell, her purse, her sandals... and a 
lot more. I switched on the lights to help her. 

She then rushed to the washroom, splashed a little water on her 
face, used the spare towel hanging behind the door, pulled a comb ou 
of her purse, got her hair done, pulled out a lipstick and daubed it on 
her lips. 

Watching her, 1 wondered how much lips rick 1 had swallowed and | 
I laughed at myself without saying anything. As she was getting ready 
l picked up her purse. 11 Soy" Seems like a magical purse. So many 1 
things arc coming out of it - comb, lipstick, hanky... Let me see whutl 
else is left in this," I said laughing. 

And at dial very moment, she slapped my hand which was trying 
unzip the purse. 

“Bad manners! A boy should never check a girl's purse. 1 

"But, whv? Do you girls carry bombs in your purses?” I said handing 
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• i over. "liven at my office, they have appointed a lady at the gate to 

■ ho. k the purses of all [he girl-.. 1 wonder what funny things those girls 
hmv her in their purses,., they smile looking at her and then she 
■miles back at them, I laughed at my joke, but she didn't, 

'die was worried about getting late, ! noticed that and, parking my 
lavish laughter somewhere, tried to console her with a smile, “its ok, 

Imshi. Relax. Well reach your place before 10:00 PM. Don't worry 

1 ” 
l1« 11'. 

Wearin g net sandals, she said, Shona, if we don't reach on time and 
lli v find out at home, na , I'll be in bag trouble.” 

teeing her in this state I went close to her and put my hands on her 
dm udders. "Khushi. Everything Is going to be fine. No matter what, 
"■'I won't be in any trouble. I promise. Will you. trust rue nowT j 
r„ hi ly asked her. 

And very innocently she nodded her head, 

" fake a deep breach, have a sip of water and we will move out.” 

A tew minutes later we were in the back-seat of our cab. 

Hhdtyya. back to Faridabad, from where we came." Khushi said to 
iln driver, in haste. 

■ ■ «as we found out when we came out of the hotel, it had rained 

I ■ iv i ly during the past hour. Water was flushing down from the comets 

■ i lie roofs of nearby buildings, rattling down pipes from various floors 
111 die common ground. Manholes on the roads were open to let the 
' ■ 11 mulcted water on the streets drain out. 

s hii cab starred rolling. 

fii'tijjja, how long will it take?" she asked the driver, 

A'.erk keh nahin .uikn\ madam, Babul baarisb huihah Busaaggy road 
h Min jam na Uga hod 

■> £r 

I lie thought of a possible Traffic jam worried her all the more. She 
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looked at sm:. Anti l told her to relax. '1 am there with you, right? So 
why are you worried? We'll reach on time." 

.■ j 

Hearing my tone, chi.- driver too realized that he should nor scare 
her In fact, he added, L " Madam, ghabraane waali to koi baat hi mihin . 
hai Hump&hunchja&ymge." 

But soon we found ourselves in trouble. About 15 minutes from my 
hotel we got stuck in a traffic jam - probably the biggest f have ever 
seen in my life. There were hundreds of cars in front of us, Fm sure. Ai 
horrible jam. Water rushed over the roads towards the drains. Everything 
our there was wee. 1 he shops were closing: their wet shutters were 
rolling down. 1 he cars, big and small, struggled to find their way. 
None of the vehicles on that road stayed in line. Everyone was on their 
own, finding a little space for themselves, competing with each other 
because of which no one was able to move ahead. What a mess] 

'VV truck’s engine lias failed to start, half a kilometer ahead,” we 
heard, when our driver rolled his window down. Hearing this, almost 
everyone switched oft their engines. Inside our cab, the mercury of 
panic and helplessness was rising. 

Half an hour after the most wonderful time together in my hotel 
room, we were now entering a phase full of anxiety and despair. With 
me was a girl who had lied to her family and managed to escape with 
me. Apart from her office, she had never stayed out so late at any other 
place. But that day, she was in another state and the guy she had put 
all h er crust in (of course, me) was not familiar with the city. Aid 
time.., rime was running fast in my wrist watch, hut stood stagnant 
when 1 glanced at the traffic around us. Fifteen minutes passed and 
our cab did not move an inch. It would be wrong to say that I was not 
panicking. Bur I was aware of my responsibilities. I was responsible for 
Khushis safety 

Eventually, our cab driver also switched off the cab’s engine which 
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.lived the already high levels of anxiety within us still higher. Somehow, 
■ i tunning engine in a traffic jam still appears more hopeful than a 
••v. itched-off one. Of course, its all psychological but, unfortunately, 
ii made an impact on both of us. 

And since it never just rains, but it pours ■ Khushis cell, phone 
'.tarred ringing, 

She looked at me in fear, I looked armv watch. It was dose to TOO 

i 1 

PM. 

"What if it s Mommas photic? she asked, worried and all I could 
lv was, "First sec who’s calling.” 

She opened her purse and breathed a dgii of relief. ! hank God! It s 
Neeru,” 

She put the phone on speaker. Clearing her throat and recovering 
her strength (which she lost when she heard the ring), she said, Ll Neeru,” 

‘'Where are you, yaarV Neeru asked. 

" YaaTi we re stuck in a traffic jam.” 

‘'But you’re in Faridabad only uaV : 

.■ . 

“Hsan baba ... We went to see a movie. Meanwhile it rained heavily 
md all tire water on die road has caused a traffic jam and Wre stuck." 

" Iheek hai , but come home quickly I have readied home and have 
told Mum in a that your doubt class got delayed and you’ll reach here 
in another 20-30 minutes. " 

“Thanks. Were just waiting for this jam to clear, i’ll lx 1 home soon,’’ 
K hush I said and hung up. 

20-30 minuted? Nobody could drive to Faridabad that fast, even if 
lie roads were completely empty. Even Khushi knew that. 

“Shona, I’m feeling very tense,” she said, her voice scared and soft. 

But obviously we’d be reuse. Still, 1 said. '1 know dear. Bur we 
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should not lose patience. En the worse case, well reach your place-B 
little late, right? Don't worry. II that happens, I will explain everyth lljM 
to Mumma, Thetk hail I tried to console her, raising my hand 
move her head . lose to me so that she could rest on .my shoulder, 

The next moment we noticed die traffic moving ahead from n|M 
corner of the road. Like everyone else., our driver started the engine 
followed the herd of the vehicles, A ray of hope brightened our fateifl 

In a while our driver gave us a reason tp bolster our smile. ''Sahib i/|B 
nikaljanyenge aanmm st, jam khidgnya bai. Has ek baar border cross hiim 
lein. Phir highway theekhai. 

■ 

He was referring to the Delhi-Haryana border which we successlutM 
crossed in another 20 minutes. But our destination was still milflfl 

W 

away. 

Her lie ad was still on my shoulder and 1 kept talking to her, tryiiiiB 
to divert her mind, She was moving her fingers on my palm, drawn g 
imaginary Jin.cs, playing like a kid. When she reached my third fingofl 
she Started playing with tile ring E was wearing. It was an unusual ruij 
with three intersecting silver circles, just like the Olympic circles. 

When she asked me about that ring, 1 took it as an opportunity n 
divert her from the panic of the moment and started telling her a littlt 
story about my ring which became as mysterious as the Lord of thi 
Rings. 

"Aaahr 1 said, as it she had stepped on a broken limb. 

“What happened?” she asked, raising her head from my shoulder. 

“Nothing*" 1 replied very sadly, turning my head to the other side, 
looking outside the cabs window. 

Surprised by my reaction, she did not say anything but waited fbf 
me to speak. And I did, saying, H knew, someday 1 would have to tell 
you about this.. T 
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i In , cuitement raised her eyebrows and she insisted l tell her 
i .i ihi ig. 1 kept looking out of the window and she kept asking me 

" 'll the story behind it. ^Bataao na Shona.,, Tell me please.. T 

I ■ kLLug '!mi. h< ■. ab V* 9 & speeding ihiead, And thoughts were 

■' |ii- .it through her mind about the mystery ring on my third finger. 

fpl '■ so, because I appeared so reluctant to tell her. 

"Mu mm tell me na ... kja bant hail die again asked, turning my face 
m mis her with her hand. 

" Khushi,., ' 1 .said, looking at her. 

I Imm., 

Mr oust is year hack, before 1 met you,.. Before I met you... L mean... 
Ill \\ i. like..,. One day a beautiful girl put this ring on my finger,,." 

• Mini ned away, a vo id mg her eyes a nd I o ok mg o u tside e he c ab a gai n. 

Silence,,. 

'.hi- was still listening— all ears— forgetting completely that we 
V'i m getting lace. 

I nuking out of the cab I continued, "I always wanted to tell you 
iM hut... but never got a chance, For l didn’t know how you will feel 
il "in all this." 

I In - eyes were staring at me with so many questions, 

I he next second, her cell phone rang. It was Ncem again, saying 
Iniv. their mom was getting restless and the fact that, by now, she 
■ (mm well enough that Khushi had not been to IMS but somewhere 
|]ii with me. She also said that it was raining heavjh in Farida bad. 
A in I all that Khushi cold her was to manage the situation somehow* 

I II her that I am stuck in the rain. 1 ’ Sweet Nceru was bouncing like 
. 1 11 j 11 le b etwee n 13 cr m other and b er $ is ter. This is the fa re o f be i ng 
[ (In youngest in the family — everyone tends to push you around. 

I lie moment she hung up, she returned to the earlier topic. 
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,l A girl gave you rhis?” she asked, looking at the ring and then at n* 
That wasn't her only question, though,There was a fusillade, ready 
me. And I kept beating around the bush. This went on For some 1 
minutes, when she finally asked me, pulling my hand over her In 
“Sweat on me, did a girl slip this on your finger?'' 

So much expectation in her eyes. Expectation that I should sn 
die truth. And also the expectation that my answer should be a I" 
“No" ■ which would have meant chat my entire story was a lie met 
only to scare her. But, breaking her second expectation, 1 nodded q 
head, acknowledging chat all she heard was true 

Pin-drop silence... 




The environment inside the cab now was much more tense. 1: 
traffic jams, reaching home late, standing before her mother to atli 
her lie. all of this appeared so minuscule in front of this giant n 1 
The girl, who was in my arms so passionately an hour ago. was ii'H 
facing such a different truth, I expected her to shout at me, to yell 
me, to do something before 1 told her. And I wanted this to com 
for a few more miles. 

And I was doing iliac torn reason. The more time I consumed, tl 
lesser she would have worried about reaching home so late, h w| 
already 1G:00 PM. 

But when that sweet and innocent heart sobbed, when die first - cl 
came out of those beautiful eyes, I had to break the mystery. I 
could 1 see her crying? 

“Hey ShommonL., Listen to me." And 1 took her in my arms . 1,1 
said, “All that you heard was true, hue in a totally different aspect, Vj 
have to know the complete story. ' 

“Tell me then/' she said, rubbing her eyelash like a kid, her eyes 
me again . 
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| M ' H r ! who slipped this on... 1 dom even know h er n;irnc j 
■ilk- met her for ten minutes. Almost a year back, I was at Waterloo 

. 1 ondon along with my friend, waiting for my rrain to 

H' : because my train was a little late, my friend and ] visited a 
■M 1 « ,1[ 011 die platform near us. A girl in that stall was selling rings, 

: Pi" - ■ I ■ • isplay, l liked tills one and picked it up. But I w a $ wondering 
P 1 dlls ring with three circles. To help me, she held mv hand 
BflPl 'dr- d if on. it looked good, I thanked her, paid her five pounds 
■ ’ * ilkfd away to catch my train, 51 

V* di iJul. my tense expression turned into a mischievous one and I 
|l'd die curve oi her lips expanding every microsecond. Her wet 
m* ■ n now glittering again, 

| 1 h " luorc things." I interrupted her smile. “That girl. She was 

«<"“ bi iiitiful! And 1 laughed, 

die laughed too, punching me on my chest and shoulders 

H. . know how badly you scared me? I’m gonna kill vole " 

IP 1,1 touting at me and punching me while J was trying to safeguard 

l Him die next minute, her cell rang again and on its screen was flashine 
■*h.. ailing.. 

f llrn III took the call and said, “Neeru... Vm just about to reach,, 
md l>Ate-n 

I 1 ' 1 did not complete her line but paused then and there, it u-onV 
■m I -in her mum. 

|J ' 11 " "turned w her face. She was shaking. Parting the shoulder 
■ lH 1 Inver she gestured him to mute the radio, and with a f ltlgef on 

" ,Jl1 me « stay silent. Then she put her cell on speaker again Jr 

wi* m la 

In N i (-d hard ro convince 1 icr mom r hat she was still a c fM S, stuck 
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in the rain, 1 don't know how successful .she was. It was getting difficult 
for her to hide die truth. The last thing she told her morn was not to 
worry as her entire batch was with her, after which both ol them hung 
up. 

All my effort to divert her attention to something else with my ring 
story crashed in a minute. While she kept her cell hack in her purse, 
rhe driver turned the radio on again, at a low volume, 

Bv then we were on Mathura Road, heading towards tier home in 
Farida bad. 

K Bhaiyy/t, how much more time: * she asked the driver. 

But the driver did not respond and i sensed something was very | 
wrong* 


A never-ending pool of water was m front of us> covering everything on 
the ground. The road had disappeared and even the divider was 
submerged. Our cab was, even now, running on water-*covered load. 
Every single minute, the water level was increasing, reaching almost a 
loot- The culprit was Faridahad's fabulous drainage system. 

There were no street Sights on that road. Or if there were, they were 
out of order. In that pool of water, there were various vehicles struggiin 
to move ahead, inch by inch. I n the headlights of our cab I saw waves 
in the water, carrying leaves and stems of small creepers and weeds.* 
beating against the bodies of the vehicles stuck in the spare. The ca 
was still going ahead, at a slower speed. We were moving into deeper 
water now and, finally, the driver said he couldn’t go ahead. Sahib ye 
chotig&idi hah engine mein paam chain jaayega. Hum aur aagey rnihin 
jaa sakted 




<*- Ravuider Sirrgh 

I tried CO persuade him to go ahead but he was adamant and I got 
furious. “Bkaiyya. Is vakt na, mem dinmag hahotjaada kharaabho rahd 
fifth our agar fir se tumne ye kaha naa. ,. I said to him, losing my 
I - itiencc. when Khushi held my wrist stopping me from saying any 
more. She knew we did not have any option but to survive on rhe 
, liivers mood. So I changed my tone and told him m a gentlemanly 
,,, m. *Bbaiyye ! niujhe sirfinhe ghdr mk pahmehaana hat. Attp please 
..wry;.- chalte mho. Agar aapki mb kharaab hut to jo bhi khmhu hogei vo 

main de dungs. 

With my pleading, somehow he agreed to move ahead. He drove 
lie cab further but the going was very slow. 

lr was 10:30 now, I knew that our situation was tense, and 1 was 
sick and tired of being cense. 

Our cab was stuck in that messy pool when, all of a sudden, a truck 
n.issed us on our left. I saw chose giant wheels churning the water like 
, turbine, generating big waves of water, i was trying to .show Khushi 
those circular waves, whose circumference was exponents ally rising uoil 
my left ro her right, when I felt my socks getting wet inside my shoes. 

''What the fuck!?” 

The dirty water on the. road was now seeping into out cab, Water, 
water and more water. .. Everywhere. Bubbling sounds came from under 
i hr cab’s doors. Our feet were dipped in water, like tea bags in a cup ot 

tea. 

"Shit.,, so much water?” she screamed. 

We rook off our shoes and lifted our legs up on the scats. 

" Yeh to hand hi thad the driver said, 

At that time, wc were not very far from her house, On a normal day 
it would have been a 15-minute drive. But stuck in that disaster, it was 
hard ro predict how long it would take. 
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Gradually, the view outside our cab was getting even worse. One by 
one, almost ail of [lie vehicles stopped moving* Their engines roc-I 
their last breaths and failed to start again. I saw people getting out ml 
their cars and pushing them from behind, in order to get them our of 
that pool. Tt was a complete mess. People, with their trousers rolled u 
Lo their knees, barefoot, out of their vehicles, were shouting at each 
other lor various reasons and for no reason. Some of them had even 
taken off their shirts, 

The few. who were still behind the steering wheel, were struggling 
hard to drive and constantly cursing each other, especially the 
a ii torickshaw- u 'alias. '' Tere brntp ki sadak hit?. '' A bey sit a ley peecbe htui\" 
"Any teri mna ki. ,. : They were getting into fights, leaving behind their 
dead autos. 

Back in the cab Our minds were tense and deed of die events of the 
last two hours. Looking at her then, I found her hands joined and eyes 
closed. She was praying to God. She was very scared. And maybe her 
prayers were being heard. Maybe chat was why our small cab was still 
moving ahead in the water when almost all the small ears an that road 
had broken down. 

Meanwhile, she got another call from her mother, who was now 
more furious and more worried- And when she said that she had called 
up Khushis cousin (who also lived in Faridabad) co go to IMS and 
bring her home, we had to reveal the truth. 

Faking a deep breath Khushi said, L ' Mamma* main IMS mein nahin 
huts. Main Ravin ke math hun .. shaam re, / am sorry ki maine aapia> 
jh&ot boht . 11 

1 held her hand in my hand. Wc were both scared of what her 

■ 

mothers reaction would be. 

And Khushi told me, after the cal], that, surprisingly her mother 
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" 1 when she heard the truth. Maybe she thought chat her daughter 
•’ is with someone she thought she could crust. T he city was not safe 
1 ,J women, especially at night, when rhe savages of the city came out 
■•I fheir dens and did al! manlier of ill. So> inaybe, iiermother felt some 
i Din fort kn owing 1 was with Khushi. 

Mm: the '’truth' wc told her on the phone was still a half-truth. 
When asked where we had been dll then, Khushi told her what she 
"'hi Xeeru, AMumma.,. we went to watch a movie. And when wc 
.line out- ll had tairted so much, there was water everywhere, and 
ihen rhe traffic jam.. 

^ Ink. sin was convincing her mom, she stole a moment to whisper 
in my ears. ”VVc had been to see MunmMai , alright?"’ 

And i loved her for this very reason. The way she had the guts to 
i live all sorts of risks to make me fee. happy, to make me enjoy til at dav 
of my life with her, and co endure scoldings from her family for that... 

I felt blessed to have her in my life. 

Once that confession-call ended, we felt relaxed, as if we had got a 
m-ighc off our hearts, 

had just taken a left turn to enter her street when our cab 
uddenly tilted to the left. The three of us slid down towards our left 
md our hands grabbed our scats, trying to keep our bodies upright. 
Mure water rushed in. There was now about half a foot of water in the 
■ if - Out slices were floating somewhere inside. 

Oik tilted cab failed to move ahead, no matter how much the driver 
accelerated. 1 he left front-wheel seemed to be stuck in a pothole. In 
mder to move ahead, the driver asked me co push the cab from behind, 
m I jumped out into the puddle. It felt just like jumping into the 
dullow end of a swimming pool except, in a swimming pool, the water 
i'i not so dirty and you are not in your jeans and shirt, 
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I stood barefoot in that puddle. My leer touched small stones with 
sharp edges and some bushy scuff which might have been weeds or 
some small, watery insects, it was a little scary. The water came up to 
my thighs. Even rolling up the jeans to my knees did not serve any 
purpose. I went behind the cab. The driver was still accelerating hat. 
y tt J, Kbits hi kept saying, ' Shorn *... Sambhadi ke ... Dhyattn se, 

l pushed die cab hard, but nothing happened. 

“Sahib aurjorse-<d shouted die driver from inside, 

Of course* be was shouting and calking to me. But I was lost in 
thoughts.,. 

I was supposed to catch my flight in six hours. 1 should have 
back in my hotel room in Delhi, caking a nap so that [ could wake ill 
by 4:00 AM and go to die airport. But 1 was far away, stuck on a roaM 1 
in a.different city, in wet jeans, a wet shirt and, perhaps, wet inner WflH 
too, standing in a never-ending dirty pond, pushing a cab to cake iflff 
girlfriend back to her home. 

To be honest, I had no hopes of making il to the airport in t« 
morning. Of course the trip to the States was important and, for lhl| 
catching the flight a few hours from now was important, and for tl 
returning to the hotel in Delhi was important but, above all, to get b 
home was the most important. 

"Sahib eturjor ..re. .. "shouted the driver one more time. 

Finally, we were successful in getting the cab out:, i observed Khull 
yho had turned around in her seat and was looking at me, breathljjj 
dgh oi relief. 

The depth of water on the street ahead was terrifying, Going qi 
[hat small cab did not look like a good decision at all. After a ti 
brainstorming wc concluded that rest of the distance could onl| 
crossed by rickshaw. Because of its big wheels a rickshaw seemed m 
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die only viable option. So 1 walked down the road, still barefoot, to 
hud a rickshaw; And I happened to find one, with much difficulty, but 
ihe rickshaw '-tmlU did not agree to drive on that flooded street. When 
he finally did agree : it was because I paid him ten times the normal 
l.ite and. that too, in advance. My necessity was his opportunity. 

i Sat on the rickshaw and got hack to the cab. I noticed blood on my 
i,ght foot -1 had a cut on my right toe. But there were ocher things to 
worry about. Back at the cab, 1 asked the driver to wait for me till I 
i rn e back after dropping her home, l took his cell number and gave 
him mine. 

Khushi got out of the cab and sat on the rickshaw. She was so shocked 
A everything iliac was happening that she forgot to get her sandals 
,nut it cook me a few minutes to find them. (Searching for your 
S -MI friend's footwear in the back of a car, your hands dipped in a dirty 
,.,.n| of water.., Who says love is always a pleasant experience!) 

i lie water level on cliis street was the highest and l warned the 
. I v haw-wall a, "Bbaiytt yahttan par jama dhyn&n se ... " The wheels of 
ilc rickshaw were almost submerged in the water and, at times, the 
. iut was splashing at our feet. The rickshaw puller's thighs moved in 
II,d out of the water on the mad as he paddled strenuously. Bur wc 
■ . i , making progress and, in another 5 minutes, our journey was going 
in i ud. 

\i]d with that would end our being together, so dose to each other 

..long that day. In the next few minutes I was going to see her for 

ilu 1 1 ,r time, before I left the country. .All this was running through 
|l4Hi minds. 

\ iid that instant turned into an emotional, romantic moment. 

i idler chan our rickshaw, there was no vehicle in that deserted street 
i.r d with water. Submerged, the entire street appeared so desolate. A 
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diiLu.ni lujid ol dlcm e prevailed atul^ loudest noise was lIic churning l 
ui J.l water from cLl: wheels ol" o if rickshaw. The moon in die sky 
above us togedier, in that bardume, attempting to get out ofdel 

0ur care for cacb orhtr - S1 ^ r^her head on my shoulder, hj 
hsinds were in my lap. With my rirt tarin jf 0unt ] her shoulder i was 

supporting her as the ricks haw made^ wa y on the uneven road. Am 
m nfiyorher hand 1 was holding he an dais, 

laking he. r sandals I torn, my handed dropping them on the footrest 

ol the rickshaw, she held my hand *| Sa k| t “Shona! Our love story is 
so different... Isn't it?’* 

Hmni,.I smiled. H 

Ifie way we found each other," i; said- 

1 rile Way we kept talking on % LOne and chatting for the past 
few months,” 1 added. 

LL 1 he coincidences.” 

Iht. way ive fell in love without*^ seeing each other.” 

“ The wa >' wi: fIll % and .sp.- l:l | K . em ; te J aj ,» 

"Arid the way we aro now.” 

Indeed, everything was so diflfereubom our [ ove szoty . 

C..an l say something, Kkushir* 

^es, she said with such warmth, 

“I am glad that such a n ight cannon, lr life. You know why? After 
out marriage, sitting together on oir B i-race on beautiful nights, we 
will recall tills hard time so many «*,. J fed so goo d that [ am able 
[0 get you back to your place/ 1 m.. 

hlic- pu lled my hand towards hej^j kissed it. 

Now, can I say something?” she Let 
Hrum... Yes.” 




me. 


H 



i am so fortunate to have you, in my life. The way you take e 
i ie, protect me. love me... I know out relationship does not 
ords like "thank you and "son y but there is one thing wind 
hd today end won my hearr, for which I can't help thanking you, 
paused lor a while and then said, "Shall I tell you what it was?" 

Timm," 

"1 ready wanted to thank you for those beautiful words you whis 
i my can in your room. That you woiddifi do any thing our consc 
did not permit. You won my heart one more time when you pror 
me that there would he nothing that l did nor like, nothing th 
icgrcr later. For a girl, those words mean a lor and I am glad yen 
ibcm. i love you so mudi bur, more than char. 3 respect you for 
voit are," 

She opened her heart to me. In that moonlight* sitting besid 
■r: that rickshaw, sailing in that pool of water, i realized how h 
he was. Maybe that's why her eyes got wet and happiness droppt 
her eyelashes.. 

"I Jove you Shona... Always he with me in good times and in 
list the way you tire now,” she said. 

"I promise," E said, wiping her tears. 



Our romantic, moonlight safari ended when we reached her horn 
die gate were Nec.ru and her mother who, after breathing a mi 
relief on seeing her daughter: walked back inside showing her mot 
anger. 

We got down and 1 asked the rickshaw -walla to wait for 5 min 
At the gate l asked Neeru, 11 What’s her mood?” 
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"Till now she was worried, but now its time for her to show anger, 

Hue she won't say much because you’re here," Neeru replied smihn 
“Chat, III take care of chat. But hey! Thank you soooooooo mu 
for helping us so for." 

And the three of us marched in* with me in front. | 

I saw Mil mm a sitting in the drawing room. Without caring that ml 
wet jeans were spoiling their carpels I went to her. Just like any motbfc 
in this world would have felt* she too was angry, v irhour saying I 
word to hen I kneeled down in from of her. Yes, I was on my knees | 
front of mv future mother-in-law, looking in her eyes. 

Very politely 1 told her, "Khushi hi hi gain nahi hai is mein. YesaA I 
plan mera tha, And von can punish me Lor char. And 1 said to niysclf 
,; l>le a.sc do 11 fas t, 1 have to ca td i my pi a i ie i n a few he >u rs,'': 1 

Standing at die door, both rhe sisters looked at me. 1 don’t know 
what they thought. Was I brave or stupid? i did not want Khushi m 
keep answering her mother's questions after my departure so 1 tried ufl 
soit things out, as far as possible, while I was present. 1 did what I fcf 

would safeguard her. 

The next moment, Mumma helped me get up and said, 1st itrtM 
pyaar karti hu nua, istiye mi chinta hoti hat iM I 'hodey dim mein chdM 
jattna hm isneynhaa seaapkegbar... She melted inside, rhinki i ig abouj 
her beloved daughter. Ala mothers are so emotional* even mine is. 

She further said that we could have told her the truth and then left 
in the evening. She wouldn't have said no. f Of course, she would notlj 
have said no for Munmtbhai, but what about Delhi?" f was still talking 

to myself) 

Well, that’s how I handled the situation back at her place, W hen Ij 
checked my watch next, it was midnight and I had to leave for Delhi 
crossing the same pool of water, the same brawls and the same bolder, 
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),I ,i„ same watery ear, ! inse was still running out and, it everythin),, 
L,u well, I would beatIndira Gandhi International Airport in another 

fj\- knurs. 

\ he Atmosphere at her place was much better now, 1 walked down 
,,, i he bathroom, badly needing to pee Of course, being m those wet 
I , f or almost two hours and surrounded by water and more water, it 

fk r. iUilv natural, 

p‘ 

A little later, back at the main gate, all the three ladies waved me 
p mdbye. But l waved to the one sanding ahead of everybody. 1 Felt so 
,h ib-rent again, 1 was waving to the girl wsrh whom I spent the longest 
,1 0 f my life, the girl with whom I enjoyed the best hour of my life. 
And 1 kept looking at her till my rickshaw took a left turn and she 
lipped out of my Held of vision and l from hers. 

In a short while, 1 was back in the cab. The water level on road had 
r , [U down and the conditions were better now. We didn’t have too 

.uiy problems going back. The traffic was negligible by then, though 

I i ill saw a few dead vehicles on either side of the read. 

E .very 15-20 minutes, Khushi kept calling me on my mobile to 
. tu' Jc if everything was fine. She told me she was out of her wet attire 
,md was lying in her cute aught dress on her co?.y bed. I loved it when 
U- s aid that, It felt like being with her again, We Couldn't talk ion 
long though, as my cell phones battery was dying, 

I asked the driver to switch on the radio, wanting to celebrate the 
V i rorv of the day or, probably, one of the memorable victories of my 
! ,-. Sitting beside the driver I pulled back my seat to stretch my aching* 
wet legs. Tapping my feet (and the injured toe) gently to the music. I 
looked in the rearview mirror, on my left and I saw a reflection, 

A reflection of the Sights, of those vehicles struggling in the water, h 
reflection of the moment when she was resting her head on my shoulder 
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in the rickshaw, a reflection of the time 1 was pushing the cab, of rbj 
calls from her home which wc were too scared to pick up. A rcflectioi] 
oi that perfect kiss in Room No. 501, that evening. 

And, watching those reflections, I smiled and dosed my eyes. 



Oh! Mu inma.,. She is so perfect!” 

i was at the airport, the last person in the long queue heading towards 
the British Airways terminal. I was struggling with the laptop hanging 
on my shoulder* pushing the trolley with the same hand and talking 
to m V mom and dad on my cell. Outside, it was still dawn- The suitj ■ 
would rise in a few minutes. And I was damn sleepy. But the cold 
shower in the hotel helped me wake up, And to push me into dir 
shower was Khushi, who woke me up at 4:00 AM sharp. 

Back in my hometown, mom and dad were anxious to know whstjj 
happened. Dad seemed to be enjoying my anecdotes much better than 
his morning news, otherwise bed never ask morn to put my call on da 
speaker while he had his morning tea. How is her family? How is her 
Mumrna? What did everyone say? What i.s their iiou.se like? And the 
craziest question was my moms; What did you have lor lunch there? 

(God! Lunch?) I 

"Her family is really nice. I met her mother, her elder sister Ami di 
and Ami di's husband Pushiest, Hei younger sister Necru was also 
there. Her mom is just like you. I liked each one of them. Kliushi is a 
very nice girl. Mumrna.., And I am very happy,'' I said after which 
Mumma said, "If you are happy, we are happy.” 

And the happier they were, the more they questioned me. It took 
me almost half an hour to ans wer all their queries before I bade them 
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•odbye and they wished trie a Hippy journey. 

Al ter a little while- 3 felt like calling her. Though 1 knew she would 
K sleeping. While I slept in peace for three hours in my hotel room, 
■hi; was checking her cell's clock every now and then so that she could 
*ake me up on time. Now it was her turn to sleep in peace. Still, I 
dialed her number. Because in another couple of hours, I wouldn’t be 
iNo to call her up: 

l heard her complete ring, but did not get to hear her voice. 

Disappointed, 1 dipped my phone back in my pocket and moved 
head, People were shoving [heir trolleys with one hand, their passport 
md tickets in the other. Some were enjoying the music flowing out of 
i licit iPods. Indian faces* non-Indian faces, The white kids stood silently 
in the queue, holding their parents' hands. The rest of die little ones 
miming here and there, shouting, playing, were all Indian. 

I was at the X-ray scanner* waiting for my baggage to slide out. 
Alien. I heard my cell ringing. It was her, 

' Uth gaya mdu baby... ?" 

Hmm.. / ' And in her warm, sleepy, heavy voice she was kissing me, 
probably with her eyes half-open* still tired. Hearing the sweetness of 
I let voice, 1 imagined waking tip next to her, on the same bed. some 
morning, 

Clearing her throat, she then started talking to ine. 

Mv queue kept moving and we kept talking. 

Ar the baggage check-in section, she was still with me. 

Ac cite immigration desk, she was still with me. 

At the security check gateway the officials separated her from me. 
i hey asked me to switch off the cell phone before the check But the 
moment 1 was through with it, she was with me again, I badly wanted 
m talk to her, 1 badly needed her and 1 wanted to run away from the 
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airport straight back 10 her. Actually, I felt like marrying her then ;uitfl 
rhere- l was so much with her for those one and half hours that I didr 
even notice the third and final announcement, meant for me. The la 
words were: 

11 .. .Boarding Flight No, BA132 to New York, please report at Gafl 
No, 2.” _ 

I know my next statement will be hard to believe, but this is \ n\M 
Miles away from me, lying on her bed in a different cits', she heard 
. name being announced (which I had missed, though the speaker « 
was right above me), through my cell phone. Unbelievable, ism it 

"Shorn, I think its for you,” she panicked. 

"What?" j] 

’ That announcement- l think ids for you, she shouted in haste 

:< Jusc a second," 

I parted the hack of a white-skinned man in front of me. He lud 
US flag on his T-shirr. " Wudgyda mindtdlin me whom they wen- imw/m 
far?' i don’t know why bur talking to gordi tends to change my acefl 

"Oh, you mean the last call?” 

"Yeah T J 

"Some Ravin to New York. For fucks sake, why are pcopl r 
time at the airport?' 

And I kept looking into his eyes with anger but didn’t say nEiydli] 

Of course, the fault was mine. 

"That’s me/" l said firmly, getting closer to Ills face, "But you kill 
hey".,. Thanks for letting me know that it was .me, 

His face was something to be seen. Bale. Maybe, tor a sunrul, 
remembered that he wasn’t on his land but mine. But before tic-ii|| 
start apologizing, i rushed to Gate no. 2. 
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i hi the call, Khushi was still waiting for my response. 

I hit, what happened next at the gate was surprising. 

Khushi, Ill call you back in a while/" l said and disconnected the 
IflLI i ill trying to understand what happened, 

! lie security lady at rhe door had taken my hoarding pass, swiped it 
tknmgli a gadget which punched a single word, in bold red letters, on 
1 1 INVALID. She then returned it to me with a smile on her face. I 
'I rd .ll die pass and then at her face and wondered - Now what the 
ftfll as this?'! hen, she snatched ir back from me and tore ir into two 
Jt ■■ M-H, stylishly, and dropped diem into rhe dustbin beside her desk, 

I v.i completely puzzled. Did they find some drugs in my baggage? 

... smuggled diamonds? Or may be a hand-grenade? Jesus! 1 

P’Iim c ven know what grenades look like. 

-■ ■ mg die restlessness on my lace the lady finally revealed what was 

|tFIHI|Mlll. 

< oiigratuladons, sir! You arc our lucky passenger. You wont be 
Bailing in Economy, but in the Business class/ 5 

■' ufk a smile, she handed me a Business class boarding-pass and 
fld<i ,1 me to move ahead to the plane. The rest of the population, die 

. fsomy class ones who were made to wait just because of nie : 

1 1 H'ii all owed co follow, 

■ h-u .i .surprise! 

I i rn ei its later, ! was in the plane and Kilns hi was with me again. J 
■dil he. ibout my good luck and she promptly said, "Because Em in 
Mil hit. only good things will happen to you.” 

■ Ink- calking to her 1 saw the same passenger passing bv rhe one 
■ImIu US flag on his T-shirt. 1 waved to him sarcastically and he 

I t head, to economy class as if he hadn’t seen me. But l knew he 

i I 
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Thirty minutes later, the plane was good to take off, By then, one of 
rhe air-hostesses had already told me, twice, to switch oft toy mobile. 
But I was like, “Who caresY I was still busy with my romance on the 
phone. 

When the plane was on ilie runway, the air hostess pleaded with me 
again to switch oil my cell. I am sure she must have wondered who 
allowed me into ilie Business Class, I was behaving like a school kid 
whom teachers tend to compare to a dogs tail ■ no matter how you try 
it can never be straight. 

This time, though, 1 gestured her to come closer and ashed her, 
" Have you ever fallen in love? 1 t whispered in her ears. 

“What? She rook a step back 

‘On the other end is my girlfriend, whom 1 will marry some day, 1 
won’t be seeing her tor a long time and these are the few, ibial moments 
before 1 leave this country. And i n these moments she wants to be with 
me. Shall I cell 3-icr that a beautiful air hostess is commanding me not 
to calk to her?” 

She sm iled at me and went away And in a few seconds site returned 
with a tall glass of juice and some cookies. I fclping me with the blanker, 
especially covering my mobile and the hands-free wires, she wh is pc red, 
“Enjoy your moments with these. : " 

And of course I enjoyed my moments with Khushi. She kept kissinj 
me and I was bidding her goodbye before the network got disconnected. 

The plane cook off. 


Away from her 


\h?ltQ?i } Connecticut, 

Day One 

I remember well. It was Saturday evening., around 7 :d0 PM, when I 
■ liecked into my hotel. At ihe reception, while making the payment 
with a few travelers’ cheques, I made sure my room had an internet 
.onnccttem, 

. he bellboy helped me up to my room on the first floor. [ handed 
it vet a dollar bill to him. then entered my room, leaving mv baggage at 
In door itself, and rushed tea open my laptop bag and go online at 
onCe I logged into Yahoo! messenger. Yes, that was the very first thing 
I did. 

It was early morning in India and 1 knew she would lie waiting for 
me. 

And she really was, 

Wed decided earlier that this was the time we would be on chat, 

I hough, because I'd expected a shorter journey, I was somewhat late. 
\nd after the eight hour journey from Delhi to Heathrow, [he three 
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ho urs in transit* the eight hour* from Hearhrow to New York and the 
2 hours* by cab, from New York to Shelton,, 3 was severely- jetlagged. 
Bur those twenty four hours of not being able to talk to her overrode 
everything else. 

She was delighted to sec me online. And so was L But her delight 
was greater which is why she wrote so many messages in a fraction of 
second: 

Hsyyj ., ..Shorn ,, .you den. 

How ru ... wen did u reach. 

How n as your journey? Where are you now? 

Yon deref 


/ Uy Three 

1 1 was a Monday (OGIM — Oh God, its Monday'). My first day at my 
1 1icuts office. 

In the office* I first met with all my colleagues from Intosys whod 
• lived onsite before me - some old faces and some new. In foreign 
11 ids: we Indians always tend to look for fellow Indians first, And 1 
k ' l i proudly, one such Indian, 

hi the ncjtr few hours, my project manager introduced me to our 
dime and vice versa. More than their faces, I was trying to remember 
ilh way to the cafeteria* to the conference rooms and, of course* to the 
l rooms. 


BUZZ 

And ! didn’t reply, just asked tier* ‘'Did u miss me? 

“Soooooo much dear. And You ,, ? 

"Hiumrn,,. I will let you know but first switch on your speakers 

- 

and accept the voice chat request. ’ 

I told her everything about my journey - the flights, the transit, thjj 
passengers and how 1 missed her amid everything. She told me how 
she spent her entire day without talking to me. Even her family realh 
how much she was missing me. Hearing each others voice after an 
entire day was so... touching. This had never happened in the past si 
months. We kept talking for a long rime and it was only when tl 
electricity went off in Far id aba d and her UPS* too* gave up that w 
finally bade goodbye. 

Which was when 3 realised that 1 should rake off my shoes (which 
was wearing since the day before), should bring my luggage (wheel 
was still in the gallery) into my room and that, in the haste to talk 
her, 1 had left my wallet at rhe reception. 


Vi-iy .soon, 1 was occupied with my work. My weekdays passed in 
1 1'* office* working along with my client, meeting with different 
4i ibeholders* offshore calls and enjoying different lunches in the 
mI iL-ria. In the evenings* 1 used logo back to my hotel and study for 
I* i Ah Often* I used to cook my dinner too. (To be honest, there 
1 <• nothing to cook, 1 ju.sr heated ihe frozen eatables, ) 

Ihir. no matter what 1 did, she was always on my mind. 

I missed her in my US days and she missed me in her Indian 
Ml|diis. She missed me in her Indian days and 1 missed her in my US 
BH^I' 1 '^" Life warn t too easy. ’’’■Ve couldnt call each other whenever we 
Polled, Twice a day* we were on chat: my mornings, after 1 woke up 
mi- 1 before she went to bed; my nights, before l slept and after she 
mule up. 

I Jfijf Seven 

% < were on chat* just like any other day and she asked me to do 
'hing special for her, 

Minna* I want you to write me an email every day, before you sleep. 
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They will be with me and 1 will read them over and over, whenever ! 
miss you/ 

Bur, breaking her sweet expectation I replied, "Hmm.., I will ti ■ 
But 1 don't know if I can do it after such hectic days. Office, CAt] 
chats, dinner.,, there is so much, you know.' 1 

I said that not because I didn’t want to write the emails, but because 
I wanted to give her a beautiful surprise. 

1 wrote a diary tor her. 

Somehow, 1 believed char handwritten words carry much mor 
meaning and much more feeling in them. They have a sped 
something that can’t be conveyed in sterile, electron it mails, i didn’t 
tell her about it, but at the end of every day, 1 started writing m 
feelings for her in a diary. Each and every page described how I 
missed her. what all 1 wanted to do had she been with me, wro 
small verses for her, And her half-sketched picture which I dfcttfl 
while thinking of hen but left incomplete when I realized l was fl 

II 


poor artist. 




Day Twelve 

It was a Friday {TG1F Thank God, its Friday!). In die West, this day 
of tile week is a goofy day. Officially it is a working day but, unofficially, 
its anything bur a working day. Though, because we were our clients! 
vendor, our weekends started only from Friday evenings. 

Enjoying these evenings, we used to hang out In bunches at the 
discotheques, pubs, eating joints and bowling alleys. Or we woul 
drive down to the nearest city hosting a desi movie show. Ant 
Munmbhai\va& miming in the US theaters too, making me recall dial 
troubled and tender night. 

Weekends, onsite, were always fun. Blll there was something different 


i (h time -1 had to face this question from people with whom I enjoyed 
iiv weekends during my past trips. 

"Bur you. used to booze, right? So what happened now?” 

I wanted to tell them the truth but didn’t. The reason being, in my 
■ arlier life (I mean, before 3 fell in love) I used to give them gyaan t 
idling them guys should not change themselves for girls. How could I 
icll them that I'd left my occasional liquor for a girl? So J had to give 
them fake reasons. 

And 111 re 11 you what. It’s hard ro give fake reasons, for two 
reasons, First, there’s tremendous pressure from friends, especially 
when they are totally drunk and start swearing on each other's 
name to make you drink. And second, my own willingness to 
booze. 

But l didn't. 

And I was happy that f kept my promise to tier. 


Day Thirty 

i )ne morning - it was probably nine o'clock -1 was in my office and 
igned into my messenger. As usual, she had left a voice message to 
make my day By now, I had a plenty of them in my voice message list. 
They were all so sweet that 1 never fell like deleting any of them. But 
then., when the message box got full, I had to take up the difficult task 
of choosing which one to delete. There was one which 1 could never 
delete, though, for it was list cutest of all. In it, she was childishly 
.mgrv at me because i didn't come online one day and was yelling at 
me despite having a cold* 

I was taking an offshore call, talking to my project team back in 
India, when l saw that she had come online. 

T have to show you something/’ she messaged. 
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lo which I replied, with one hand putting the speaker-phone on 
more- "1 am running busy... You'll have 10 wait for a while." 

.lie next minute, my diem manager grabbed me for a different 
meeting in another conference room. That day i kept rushing from 
one meeting to another. Some days are like chat and this was that kind 
of day. At twelve* noon, 1 entered the cafeteria along with mv clients 
for Junch and it was then that 1 remembered - she was waiting for me, 

Damn! 

I rushed back to my room and to my laptop where 1 checked the 
mi ruerous messages she had left. T he last one read, ""Kah aavgc 5 buna,.. 

J have to show you something/' 

1 checked its timestamp, She wrote that an hour back. 1 felt bad for 
making hei wail for me, for so many hours, Working in die afternoon 
shift, getting back at I 1:00 in die night and then waiting for me for 
die last 3 hours... She must have been so tired, so sleepy. What did 
she want to show me? Had she gone? Was she asleep? Her status on the 
messenger appeared dormant. 

1 quickly fished my calling card from my wallet and dialed her 
number. After a few rings it got disconnected, I was trying once more 
when, suddenly, her message flashed on my laptops screen, "Was it 
you? R u online?" 

1 quickly got on the keyboard, “Yes dear," 1 wrote, 

"Where were you.,, 

AVI so so so.,. sorry dear, I am bad. I made you wait for so long... 
Actually, shier morning, 1 am running so ousy here, 1 completely forgot 
that you were online waiting for me. At least 1 should have told you 
that 1 might not be able to turn up,..” 

"This happens sometimes. 1 can understand." She didn’t shout at 
rile. 
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"Still ll know... But hey,..:, 1 cannot wait for that thing you wanted 
to show me. Tell me what that was," 

“Can you show that to me now?' I asked her again, 

And she replied, “Yes... here comes the first one. Check your email," 

I refreshed my mailbox and a fresh mail from her arrived in it with 
a subject line that read: 1, And then came another: 2, And then, 3 f 4, 
5 . 6, T , 8 and 9. 

Nine b-e-e-e-a-u-c-i-f-u-1 photographs of her. 

Amazed and spellbound by her beauty, I kept staring at those pictures. 
Without any doubt, those were her best pictures, They had a magical 
effect on me. In that moment, 1 struggled with two things: first, my 
unwillingness to take my eyes off any one picture and, second, the 
eagerness to see the others at the same time. 

What a sweet surprise she had given me. My heart was on cloud 
nine knowing rhat this beauty was mine, and when beauty overrides 
your brain, you don't know what to say, you go numb with pleasure. 
Then, realizing that hot innocent heart had sacrificed a night's .sleep 
waiting for me:, 1 finally typed, "1 Icy Angel... because that’s what you 
look like in chose pictures. Thank you so much dear, for such a sweet 
surprise." 

Simultaneously her message flashed on my screen, 'Achchi lug mhi 
hu rut main! You want to say something?" 

"Babat! 1 won't be able to find better words than what I am feeling. 
Or maybe I will.,/’ 

And before J could complete my line, J heard the door of my room 
opening followed by footsteps, I turned back. It was my manager who 
was on the phone with someone and was calling me for another quick 
meeting. I begged his pardon for two minutes, in which J managed to 
say goodbye to her. 
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”■] am srifE in a beautiful shocks was my last message. 

] didn't cat lunch that afternoon, The feast for my eyes satisfied .my 
hunger. 

That d ay onwards t one of her pictures - the only one with a close- 
up of hers - became my desktop's wallpaper. 

f)dy Forty Five 

I boarded my plane back to India. 



Return 


Ic was almost midnight when J got 
off at Delhi airport, As soon as I was out of the immigration channel } -1 
switched on my Indian cell phone. And l called my mom before anybody 

■* a •* m f 

else, like she wanted, to let her know that her son was back and was 
absolutely fine. She too was expecting my call, and that’s why she 
couldn't sleep (mom's are like that). I spoke to her for a few minutes 
and bade her goodnight. Then I moved to the conveyor belt to pick 
my luggage. 

At the our gate, J booked a cab to Faridabad. 

No, l wasn't heading towards her but to a hotel she had booked for 
me. We learnt from our past mistakes that commuting between 
faridabad and Delhi could be more than a little problematic, So why 
not book a hotel in Faridabad itself? 

I was in the cab when a few SMSs made a sharp entry in rnv message 
box. All of them were from Kbushi. flic topmost one read: 

Ur hotel is booked- Gimme 
a call wen you land. 

I was very eager to talk to her now that I was, once again, in her 
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country,.; I mean our country. Its such a different feeling, return mg 
to your beloved alter a long time, Everything around you appears so 
lovely. Every beautiful thing brings a smile to your fece. Every hour, 
the level of your anxiety increases as the time before you’ll see each 
orlier decreases, 

I called her up. Later* she told me what she did: Seeing her favorite 
name on the display of her phone after so long, she held her hand to 
her heart, smiled, closed her eyes, thanked God, took a deep breach, 
opened her eyes and picked up the phone, 

"H-iddiijuiiiiiii!" She jumped loudly on the ground, 

“Haha... Helioooooooo!’’ 1 was happy to hear her crazy "hi", just 
like a kid. 

fl l am so so so happy yourc back. ” 

u So am l” 

And we went crazy Shouting. Laughing. Singing... That was how 
happy we: were. 

I heard her, going merrily around her house, lee ring everybody know 
that I was back. In a round-robin fashion, each and every lady in the 
house talked to me. 

"Mujke bhi da... maim hhi boat karni hat ." 

“Dad is sleeping, so maybe you will be talking to him tomorrow,” 
she said. 

Well* we kept talking dll I reached my hotel. Of course, there was 
no reason why we shouldn’t be doing that. Getting the directions from 
her, I explained them to the driver of my cab. 

Magpie Hotel on Mathura Road was my destination for the night, 
it was not that good a hotel* but she had hooked it because most of the 
good hotels in the city were full as it was die marriage season (October) 
and, more importantly, It was the nearest to her place. 
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On my way ro Magpie, we were passing through the outskirts of 
the city and my cdl was frequently losing its network coverage, and l 
dialed her number again and again. Before giving out completely the 
network played hide and seek on my mobile’s screen for a while, I 
somehow managed to send her an SMS: 

Wli cal u ante [ 
rch hotel. 

To which she replied: 

NO. (NIL ME O MOMENT 
UR GNG 2 OPEN UR ROOM. 

DNT FORGET 

Well, I did what she wanted. Half an hour larer* as I was unlocking the 
door of my room in the hotel, I called her. We were back on the phone 
when I moved into the dark room. 

'T)k, now on your right hand, there Is a switchboard. The first one 
is rlie light, she said, .And I wondered why she was instructing me. 

The room was cold. The AC was on and there was a beaurife! fragrance 
in the room. 

In the light of my cell phone’s screen, I switched on the lights of die 
room and what came next was a sweet surprise, 

"OHMYGO Of 

In front of me was a gianr bed with two bouquets of roses, along 
with a note on each one of them. And they read - 'Welcome back” and 
'T missed you so much." 

Apart from diis* there was a tissue paper peeking out from under 
the cushions. From a distance I could not read it, but I noticed the 
maroon impression of her lips on it - a lovely advance gift of love 
which she left for me. 
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I read the note. 

While you were gam’, I realized how badly I need you for myself, 
l love you so much, 

“I love you so much dear,” was the sweet reaction of my melting heart. 

1 inhaled die scent oilier kiss on that tissue and kissed in She heard me 
doing that, T wanted her to hear. 

The next moment, someone knocked at nay door. 

"Who is it?" I asked. 

“tkllboy,” came the reply, 

“Two minutes dear, there is some one at the door/ 1 I told Khushi 
and opened die door. 

“Sir T I have got water for you. ' 

" : OKT 

He came in with a bottle of Bislcri and an upside-down glass. He 
kept if beside my bed and, from the comer of his eycs> he noticed all 
chat was lying on it. Those flowers, that note. Maybe he saw the kts$ 
too. He smiled to himself for a fraction of a second and then returned 
to his formal demeanor. While going back, he noticed a half-filled 
^lass covered with a lid, along with another buttle of water. 

“Oh you have already got water, 

‘'That's not mine. You can take it away,” l said, 

As 1 said that, l heard her voice trom die cell-phone. She was shouting 
"Shorn! STOP HIM... Don't Scl him touch the glass,../' 

''B.UKOr I shouted at the boy. 

And hearing the intensity of that “RUKQG he frolic, just like a statue. 
As if, die next moment, he was about to trip a mine and 1 saved him. 
He 1 ooked at me curiously. Even f wasn't sure why she had asked me to 
do that. 


1.30 
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i told him, 'Tin all good. You can leave/' 

Confused, he left the room. 

Closing the door from inside, I asked her why she reacted that way. 

"I want you to discover that yourself/' she said, She was calm again. 

While i was wondering what she meant, she asked me, 'Aren't you 
thirsty?” 

"Maybe/' l said, removing die lid covering the glass and lifting it. 

Then 1 heard her saying, ' You can have the water which I left in 
your room.” 

I was about to take a sip when l realized that her sweet surprises 
were still coming. My heart was smiling with the deli gilts it was 
receiving. ! here were patches of her lipstick on the circumference of 
that glass, f laving sipped some of this water, she had ieic the resL ior 
me. What a sweetheart! 

"You are such a darling, I slowly sang, enjoying the water, drinking 
it exactly from the spot where she had pressed her lips. 

Our conversation turned romantic and we kept talking of beautiful 
tilings for quite a long time, 

l think it was around 2:00 AM when we finally separated. I made 
her sleep, after which I went and showered. The last shower I had 
taken was thirty hours back, in the US, 

Later that night, on my bed, surrounded by those beautiful roses, 1 
wrote her a message: 

Smhow those 45 days hvpassed 
in this hiatus of few hrs to see a again 
is killing me. Good nite A ngel 
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Unfortunately, the next morning wasn't a pleasant one, 

jet lag, change of weather, the weariness after a long journey and my 
night shower - all brought me down with a cold. I was sneezing, had a 
bad headache and an aching throat. In other words, I was completely 
screwed up. 

In that unpleasant condition, 1 was turning left and right, squeezing 
die bouquets which I had been embracing in my sleep. It took me a 
long while to, finally, open my eyes completely. 

Then 1 noticed her SMS - Will be dere at IL 

It was quarter to ten in my watch, 

Damn! I wanted to reply asking her to come a little later. But 1 
didn't. Rather, gathering alt my energy, 1 got ready l took a warm 
shower this time, 1 was slow in everything I was doing. And all that 
was running in my mind was: Will I get better by the time she comes 
here? 

By eieven s 1 was through with my breakfast and she called me up to 
say iliac she was going to be late. She would be at my place in the next 
half ail hour. 

"OK, 11 I said, I kept the call short because 1 didn't wanr her to 
notice rny condition, E was still sneezing and coughing. And someone 
seemed to lie beating a giant drum inside my skull. The headache was 
killing me, I rarely get headaches, but that was one rare day. just my 
luck! 

For the next half an hour, weird things were running through my 
bram, 

"Damn! Did l have to come down with a cold today of all days?” 
With my running nose and a heavy choked voice, my desire to kiss her 
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again alter forty-five days got crushed. E had been waiting for such a 
Dug time and the next day I was to fly back to Bhubaneswar. Moreover. 
I was not sure when I would .sec her next. 

\Vhat if 1 still kiss her:" I was still talking to myself, Thar one wish 
was debating with rhe germs of cold in me. Bur then, in the evening, 

1 had to be at tier place. SX Hat if her family noticed her sneezing and 
i.oiLghing, just like me: Vvoi.dd they figure out how 1 transferred niy 
hnu to their daughter? ( Yes, 1 know 1 , at times I think roo much.) 

But she reached the hotel and gave me a missed call, interrupting 
my weird thoughts, I rushed out of my room to receive her. And, at 
last, alter these long one and a hall months of being apart, we were 
standing in front of each other. 

She was wearing a nice white rap, blue denim (a perfect fit), a light 
■Tack ol glossy lipstick and small earrings. Her hair was untied, rhe 
breeze scattering it across her face, 

My beautiful was in front of me — her sneezing handsome. 

1 Ie blushes and s nines revealed how delighted site was to sec me 
die smiled and her eyes revealed her satisfaction of being with me 
igain. And within me ] was all happy, excited and nervous, 

I said, giving her a small {or maybe the smallest) hug, I did 
ihar With the fear of others noticing, though there was no one outside, 

1 hcLe was a Uncle hesitation in the initial moments. It happens, you 
I', r 11 nv.,. Antt wl th th at Hi, she real ized my condi tio n irnmedlately, 
"Cold him hat tumheY' she asked, raising her eyebrows. 

AiSf/h,* Its just a little thing, 1 answered as if I was fine, 

"Blil. And she kept looking at me, trying to help me "You want 
'■) take some medicine?” 

No,., no. [ts okay, dear. ] wilt be alright,,. Just because of the 
1 change. But I wall be fine soon. Mow shall we move in or are 
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wc going to stand here for the rest of the day?” i said. 

The worry on her face turned inio a Juris smite. (A lake one - she. 
was still worried.) 

We went to my room. She said 1 should have some tea in order to 
help my cold, so 1 ordered a cup of it for myself and a soft drink for hen 
(Nobody in her family drinks tea, remember? Strange family.) 

Her physical presence in front of me after such a long time was 
making me conscious. 1 don’t know why at times, I get into that mode. 
And in these blank conditions 1 always need some time to get into a : 
comfort zone. But the feeling inside me was good. To see her, to sit 
beside her. touch her again.,., Rut, all this without inhaling her 
fragrance. (Blocked noses can't smell,} But that short tea-time (my tea* ; 
rime and her soft-drink time) helped me feci better, physically, allowing 
me time to become comfortable in her company. 

A few minutes later, 1 was celling her the stories of my onsite trip, 
discussing official things, laughing at stupid ones, watching the picture:. 

I had taken in the US, on my laptop In no time, on that giant bed, we ] 
were lying on out stomachs, next to each other, our feet paddling in 
the air above us, our hands underneath our diins and our eyes on the 
screen of the laptop. We were watching those short movies 1 had shot 
on my trip. And beside us, were those flowers with which ! slept the 
night before, her notes and the tissue carrying her kiss's imprint which 
was now making her shy, She was acting as if she never noticed that on 
my lied. 

With my cold, i did nr feel like roaming around the malls of 
Farida bad, so we had ro cancel her plan. Rather, we stayed back in out 
room. We discussed some important things. Like, when should our 
parents meet? What time will it be good for us to get married? Where 
should we settle down after marriage, taking our careers into 
consideration? 


Rriuznder Stngh * 

And J remember well, on chat last question she quickly responded, 
h should be Delhi. 

' But why not Bhubaneswar?" 1 calmly revolted back. 

Am; like a five-year-old kid, site answered, full of innocence, "ll will 
he hard for me to live far away from mv Mumma." 

Stroking her forehead and hair, I said, “We will bring your mom for 
vuii, in dowry. ” 

And we laughed. 

During our conversation that day, we took a U-turn to discuss our 
respective pasts, Our college life, our school friends and our family. 
I u- sweet memories and the hard rimes. And on one occasion, she 
burst into rears. She happened to recall some things in her hie which 
he could never share ■■■ irh anyone dsc but me, 'Hiking her in my amis, 
I wiped her tears. She said she fdt relieved alter sharing that with me, 
incl she made me promise that ! would never tell it to anyone. And 
promises... Promises arc meant to be kept. 

I held her head on my shoulder, rubbing her back gently, drying 
her moist eyes. She felt good and rested in my arms for quite some 
i imc. 

In order to change her mood I started telling her some jokes, just to 
, omfort her. And when I saw that smile returning to her face 1 said. 
‘Hmm... So let us see what E have got from the US for my dearest... ' 

" Sue hhi:"" 

"Muchhi," 1 said and jumped out of my bed to unlock my bag. She 
iIso followed me and, while I was opening it, she stood behind me, 
looking over mv shoulder. I quickly recalled something anti turned 
lack to say, “Girls are not allowed to stare in guys’ bags.’ 

She laughed, but fought back to stand there and check ray bag 
along with me. Seeing the big polythene bag I took out, her smile 
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widened, Bui when die reached! far it, I grabbed it back. 

M A.. .a.. aa! Hot like this. Let me open Er and show 7011 ," 

"Ok." I 

And I pulled out a purple cop with short sleeves, along with a 
marching pastel colored skirt- 

"Wow!” she startd at the dress open-mouthed, "This is awesome ! 1 
(Girls lo\ e surprises, No?) 

"Noe yet/’ E said. 'Tor ir ro be really awesome, it needs to lie on you. 
Wear ir and show me." L pointed ro the washroom, where she could go 
and change. Carrying a smile and that dress she walked away. 

Back in chat room, I crossed my lingers. I had never bought anything 
of that son, ever, foi any girl. I didn't have a sister, nor did I have any 
prior girlfriend with whom l could have learnt something about buying 
clothes for girls. 

A few minutes later, I heard tire washroom door getting unlocked. 
She popped her head out first and asked, “Shall l come out?” 

"Please! I am dying, ’ I said. 

l T... 2 ... 3..T She counted before coming out. And then, she was 
m front of me. Seeing her, 1 uncrossed my Lingers with immense 
pleasure. She looked stunning in my gift. 

“B-e-a-n-t-i-f-uTr j 

And, suddenly 1 turned my ga-ze away from her, chinking that my 
looking at her chat way should not bring her bad luck. But then, I 
looked at her again ■ I couldn't resist. 

That cop and the skirt suited her body so well, as if they had been 
made just for her, 1 was surprised and. silently, 1 congratulated myself, 
Even she was surprised and, probably chats why she said, 1 never 
knew you know me so well,' 

That dress... or, should 1 say her beautiful body-line was 
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. um piemen ting the dress. Looking at herself in the mirror of my room, 
she said “I look my best in this dress. This is the best one I will have in 
my wardrobe." 

"Then promise me." 

"What?" 

"That this one will only be worn by you and no one else... Not 
. ven \ our sisters. I want to see this only on you. 

' I promise." 

And with that promise she realized that she was getting late. I helped 
her park her gifts in a polythene bag after which she hugged me and 
lid, “ilk beam [fid being with you after so long. " 

Lame here. 

At the door she explained the way to reach her home. 1 was to visit 
her family again, 

“Don't be late. : She said and waved me good-bye and left. 



I was walking down to her place in the evening, 1 think I was two 
blocks away from her house when 3 saw two people walking in my 
direction. One was about three years old, and holding his hand was a 
man of about sixty. I thought I knew who they were. 

Seeing me, the old man halted. 

L ite little kid cried to pull him along. " ChtfloJ Ice Cream!" he 
reamed. The poor kid tried his best but failed, 

1 looked at the person in front of me and the old man raised his 
1 tiger, a few lines appeared on his forehead. He was wondering if I was 
1 heir guest for the evening. 

But before he could speak, J said, l think I am coming to your 
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place. Am ! right?” 

"Ravi nr 

I smiled and touched his feet. 

He was Khushis dad and the kid was Daan who was pulling 
grandfather to the nearest ice-cream parlor. 

But now, die cute kid held my hand and shouted on the str 
asking me, *'Aap Khrnhi mad A ke doit ho... hain ... aap ho tig?' 

I bent down and Icissed his small hands, saying, ”Haha.„ hmm” 

Soon he forgot all about the ice-cream and started pulling me to 1 
his house, All ihe while, he kept shouting, Ado ?m,,, Mddsi aapke 
tdydar ho rahi hat. ., Aao. ,, Atio-" 

He kept pulling me till I entered their house. In no time, I lou 
myself surrounded by Mu mm a, Neeru and Misha di (Daan’s moth 
Everybody was laughing at the way Daan was dragging me. I slip 
my fingers out of Daan’s grip to greet everyone. 

Later, we all settled down in the drawing room, Kb us his dad wi 
also back and had joined us. 

The questions started - The kind ofhow-was-your-jouLney-and- 
everything-is-fme types. 

And answering them all I managed to make my space amid all 
them. 

Meanwhile, Khushi too appeared. 

The rounds of snacks started, exactly like last time. Of all her Irani ii 
it was her dad whom I talked to most. He was trying to understi 
what exactly 1 did, being a software engineer, In turn, he was 
explaining what he used to do as an engineer in the Indian Air Fo 
(Impressive!), 

Later on, he brought up the subject of marriage too, indirectly 
how and when Misha di got married and then Ami di and now it 
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Khushi s turn. He also talked about his married daughters 1 in-laws, 
their family and their professions (though 1 knew everything in detail), 
1 wondered what the purpose was, l recalled that ad in which a guy’s 
would-be father-in-law asks him, ''You are going to marry my daughter. 
Hut will you be able to support a family?” To which I answered, in my 
mind, "I think in marriage, I will only take your daughter along with 
me. The rest of your family you will have to manage on your own.” 

But, jokes apart, I found her dad to be a real sensible and 
understanding person. I liked his personality as welt. 

We all were waiting for Deepu (Khushis brother) who was driving 
[jack home. Mamma was getting impatient and kept calling him up, 
checking how far he was from home. 

Little Daan w r as adding to the flavor of our conversation every now 
and them making everybody laugh with his childish pranks. He was 
on my lap when, suddenly, he reacted to a car’s horn and rushed to the 
door. It was Deepu. Minutes later, he pulled Deepu into the drawing 
room, just like he had brought me. I shook hands with Deepu and he 
joined us. 

He seemed to be the most robust person in their entire family, with 
a wide chest, broad shoulders and a well-built physique. He was working 
with some oil wells in Assam and had come hack on holiday. So now, 
from my job the conversation shifted to his, 

Wc sat in the drawing room for a long time and at around S:30, we 
had OUr dinner. 

After our meal, Khushi took me to the other side of their house to 
show me the garden, the money plant and the guava trees which she 
used to climb sometimes, picking guavas for her mom. Well, I could 
have got a Little privacy w r ith her but Nccru and Murnrna didn't leave 
us alone, 
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The evening at their home passed quite well. By then I had met the 
people whom I did hr see the last time - her dad, Deepu, Misha di 
and cute Daan. I was happy chat I was going to be part of a nice family. 
(And I assume they were happy coo!) 

By 9:30, I was all set to leave for my hotel. 

“1 dunk I should make a move before l get too hie,’ 1 I said to the 
people around me, hut especially her Dad, 

Yes, you are at a new place. It's better if you reach your 
hotel well in rime. Deepu will drop you," lie said looking at Deepu, 
whom Daan was punching, the way he had seen his favorite WWFl 
fighters doing. 

After a short while, Deepu was starting his car and I was bidding 

everyone goodbye. Daan kept shouting," Mnjhe bhijaana hai . Mujhe 

bhijitana half And before he could make a scene, his mother allowed 
him to get in the car. 

Amid all this, 1 looked at Khushi, silently asking her if she too could 
come. And I think Mumma noticed my look. Maybe chats why she 
told Khushi, “ Tu bhi math mein chalijad..." 

Her dad was probably going to interrupt her, but I changed the 
topic as soon as I heard her mother giving her a green signal, In a short 
while, we were in the back-seat of the car, Daan kept shuffling places 
between her and me. In those last minutes of being together, we held 
hands but didn't calk much. Soon we were going to be apart again, for 
an uncertain amount of time. 

We reached Magpie a bit too quickly, and it was time to say goodbye. 

Deepu came out of the cat and he took Daans hand in his. 1 shook 
hands with him and gave a kiss to Daan, who asked me when I would 
come again, and told me that I should not forget to get chocolates for 
him. 
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Now was the turn of my sweetheart. She stood beside the car. I 
looked in her eyes. 'I 'hey were expressing the same feelings which mine 
were. She came and stood right in front of me. 1 collide t say anything 
but smiled sadly. That one moment, she didn’t care about DccpuA 
presence but kept looking into my eyes. Taking Daan inside the car, 
Deepu started the vehicle to let his sister know they were supposed to 
get back. 

She ignored that coo and came closer to me and said, l want to be 
vours, forever. 1 ' 

"You are name. A little more than forever/' I said. 

And vve hugged each other this time without caring about the world 
around us. 

Then she sat in the car. I kept waving to her till the car turned out 
of the hotels gate. 



Back in Bhubaneswar, life got back on the same track. Office, phone 
calls to her, gym, phone calls to her, CAT preparation, phone calls to 
her. But what was different tins time was that I had srarced relating her 
voice to her appearance, her body language,, hex fragrance. 

Days passed and our desire to be together kept increasing with each 
day 

it was Diwali and, in the evening, our entire veranda was shining 
with the sparkle of diyas and candles and crackers. With one hand, I 
was shooting everything happening at my place with my camera; in 
the other hand, l was carrying my cell, talking to Khushi. We were 
telling each other about the atmosphere at out respective places. The 
phones on both sides were shuffling through different hands. First, it 
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was me talking to her, then my mom and tier, [lien her mom and me. 
then my mom and hers* then she and 1 again, then me and her sister,.. 
be, s he, site, me.,, everybody, But each one of them mentioned this: 
She would be celebrating her nest Diwali as parr of our family. 

A few mote days of our life passed. 

Life returned to its best after we were released from our vow of not 
talking to each other after 10:00 P\-l on weekdays. Yes* OVP v. .is over. 
It went well for both of us. (Everyone has the fight to say "It went 
well,' till i he results arc out!) But yes, the completion oi b.A ] marked 
the beginning of our best days. Well, actually lc was nights. December, 
January. Winter. Cold nights, blankets and, wrapped in those warm 
blankets, ouj cell phones and us. {1 tell you - winter is the most romantic 
time. And so are rainy Jays, And.,, and,,. and, wait a minute, summer 
too! Am I getting something wrong? Or, maybe, it's that every season 
brings a different flavor if you are in love.) 

One night, it was 12:10 AM and we had left the year 2006 behind, 
and 2007 was 10 minutes young for us. Despite the overloaded 
telephone network, somehow we were among the Lucky ones to get 
connected. Of course, we had ro try a hundred times to call each other. 

She was the first one to reach me and do you know what her first 
words were? No, she didn't wish me a happy new year. Instead, she 
shouted with happiness, “Shonal We are getting married rhis year. 2007 
has arrived. Wow!” 

Time and again, all these little things (which, for me, were big things) 
site did would make me Fed, more and more, that i would newer be 
able to live without her. 

“Yes! We will marry this year and then well live together. Happy 
new year, dear/' 1 wished her. 

“A very happy new year to you too.” 
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Network congestion that night did not allow us to talk much. Still, 
we were satisfied enough. And we felt char, just like us, there must 
have been so many couples dying to talk to each other. Who knows, 
maybe some among them were going to get married the same year, -. 



Apparently, my love story overrode my friendship. This should not 
have been the case. But, this was the case. After a long time, it was 
Amardeep who connected Happy, MP and me with an e-mail, In his 
e-mail, he had taken si screenshot ofMPs and rm profile on Shaadi.com. 
His First intention was to mock at us for the exaggerated information 
we had provided about ourselves on this website. Secondly, he wanted 
to know if this website happened to work for us. 

Latci; that evening, all four of us got together On a chat conference. 

Happy: Raam p, so finally u caught these a^'Miotcs ha an!! Good 
job, 

Amartlecp: Ha ha ha.,.they were playing smart, without letting us 
know nytbing- 

Amardeep: Now speak up u two, Wat hv u managed to gi ill now? 

Ravin: If u hv searched our profile, den surely Li too wud he having 
one. Bataa saaley? 

Amardccp: If I. will have, I won't hide it, Now don't change the 
topic. MP you tell. 

Happy: Yeah, MP tell us,-,bow many till now????:??? 

MP: A rev yaar...it was long time back. Nothing serious. ! hardly 
check it now a days. 

Amardeep: AchhaJ! That’s why your activity 7 percentage on this sire 
{as it shows) is 9B% J 
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Ravin: Ha ha ha. Caatch u3! 

Amardcep: V d hell are u laughing so much Ravin? U celL..wat: hv , 
u got? 

Ravin: Well. I have got something. 

MP: Got what???????? 

Ravin: Her. 

Happy : Whom? 

Ravin: Her name Ls Khusbi, 

Am art! cep: R u serious-? 

Ravin: Damn serious. 

Happy: Hu,. .Huuuuimumtuuuu. He gaat it!!M!!...hc gaat 
it!!!]!!!! !!![][■[!!!!! 1 his gonna be f***tn in ceres ring. Everybody: Leave this 
text chat and turn your headphones OX. We gonna listen to his story 
right now. 

And, lor the next haJf hour, I had to narrate my so-far story to them. 
The conversation ended with a celebration of loud noises, best wishes 
and the. promise to make them all ralk to her soon, 



S 1 ’ 1 January, 2007. 

My no t-so-good-looking house was looking better that morning. 
And why not? The first would-be in-laws of char house were to come 
that day - K hush is mom and dad, 

Understanding the Fact that my Mu mm a couldn't travel in winters 
because of her asthma, they had agreed co come down to our place, 

1 was there at Samba!pur station co receive them. The train arrived 
on time and I could easily trace them ill the crowd, getting down at 
the station. 1 touched their feet, welcomed them and picked up their 
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bag 5 . On our way back from the station, 1 showed them certain 
landmarks m my small hometown. I lie longest dam - Hlrakud — built 
on the river Mahauadi. Her Mumma was astonished when I told her 
chat it was 4,8 kilometers long., To which she mischievously replied by 
boasting about the Bhakra JSIangal dam (the highest one) which she 
had seen.. 

By 12:30 that afternoon we reached home, Her parents were welcomed 
by mine. Both the moms and both the dads were happy co finally see 
each other. Well, in our country, seeing the boy and girl is one of the 
most important seeps in the entire marriage process, but true happiness 
comes to the parents when they hug each other with those smiling faces. 
1 chink this bolsters their trust and confidence in each others family 
allowing them co go ahead with this thing called marriage. I still doubt 
chat they really trust us youngsters one hundred percent. 

But anyway, che folks got introduced co each other. Except for Tinku, 
who was in Bhubaneswar for bis weekend support at his office, they 
had seen nay entire family. 

Wc all then moved to the guest room where her parents were to 
stay. 1'hey liked our place, especially her mo in, who noticed the guava 
and the jamun tree in our courtyard. And this rime it was me who 
boasted, "See, our tree is bigger than yours." And everybody laughed. 

While they enjoyed their lemon squash, my mom returned to her 
kitchen. She was very busy. In a short while drey were given some 
privacy, co gee comfortable in the new place, relax a bit and take a 
shower. We all then met at lunch. 

Of course it had to he good. And it was, actually, one of the best 
luncheon gatherings at my place — a good menu, good people, good 
conversation and all that for a good purpose. Along with the meal, the 
elderly people went down memory lane, recalling marriages in cheir 
period and comparing it with the present system, And I wondered if, 
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40 years later, I would be recalling the present marriage system. Or 
maybe, who knows, marriage might not even exist by then,., 

Apart from that, there were a lot of things they discussed: the current 
society, mind-sets, the generation-gap fLindas and all that. And I had 
to agree with whatever they said, though there were a lot of things I 
would have revolted against. But then, all i was bothered about was 
my marriage to their daughter. So 1 nodded my head to whatever they 
said about our young generations failings. But thankfully ibey ended 
on a happy note, saying that we are the bright future of this country, 
(And I said to myself, "Oh, thank you so much, folks! I am honored/'} | 

Being a good child, 1 gave the required privacy to the parents, so 
that they' could discuss what they had come to discuss, 1 went out to 
the veranda and lying on a cot underneath the jamun rree, ] called her 

“ Heyyyyyyyyf' 

l , «• ii.. i ■ ■ . a i i i i ■ i , , ■ ■ i i ! r | IS 

HiLLLUimuuiu m. 

"What $ up there?” she asked- 

“The sky/’ I answered. 

“Shut up! Batao wa. Hows my mom? Is she fine? 

"Knmaalhat At least ask me how / am first!” 

'"Nothing's going to happen to you. You’ll always be fine because 
I’m in your life,” she replied sweetly though I wondered - didn’t the 
same apply to her mother as well? 

"Your mom is doing very good dur hdtin your dad is also fine," I 
added that taunt to make tier realize that she should have asked about 
her dad too. But she always said sire js her moms daughter first... Her 
dearest daughter. 

[’hen 1 rold her all that had happened, so far, at my place and the 
agenda for the rest of the evening. Meanwhile, there was a hurst of 
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laughter from inside and l thought I should go back and check on the 
things being discussed. We hung up and i went back in. 

|/d It It them alone to plan my marriage but, damn! the old folks 
were cracking jokes, recalling the funny things 1 used to do when I was 
a kid. Why do parents have ro reveal al l those embarrassing secrets to 
others? E was not the only kid in the world to suck his thumb in his 
sleep! What’s the big deal? 

But anyway.,. 

We made a plan for the evening, -- a visit to Hirakud dam. Mom 
wanted to stay back home, because of her health and to take care of 
other household chores, most importantly dinner, i wanted to stay 
back with mom but she wanted me to be with them, Et was just a 
matter of half an hour or so and we would he back, she said. 

So after an hours nap and evening tea, we went ahead with the 
plan. As our destination was only three kilometers from our house, it 
didn't take us much time and wc reached there in ten minutes. 

We parked our vehicles and then climbed the Jawahar Mtnaar tom i 
(the tallest building there) which was built to keep vigil. Wc were 
almost 150 feet above the ground and, from there, the catchment an i 
of the dam appeared at its best. On our right was the giant srructure i ! 
the dam - those hovering pulleys, the noise of the turbine coming 
from some place far below, the big water reservoir behind the wall and 
the tributaries of water originating and passing by my town towards 
the east. On our left was the scenic horizon, with half of the bumuq 
sun above it, creating a mesmerizing sunset, giving us a him lo interpret 
the common line between the sky and the water. 

Very .soon, our shadows perched in the longer shadow of the towi. 
were fading. The sun was bidding goodbye tor the day. And there 
stood those silent islands, big and small, far and near, in the miles md 
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an ties of water, waiting for the nigh t-creatu res to tome out and rule 
diem. Birds were flying back to their homes and, frum that rower, we 
co uld see the lights in our town coming on. Everyone there appreciated 
die beauty of the place. 

E was happy I had brought Khushi s mom and dad there. And I 
remember very well what Eier Mnrnim said, “When Khushi comes 
here, bring her to this place, She'll love it." 1 And her dad said, “It was 
a similar, spellbinding, scenic view which made me write a poem when 
I passed through the Khandala Hills on die Pune-Mumbai expressway* 
And 1 have the same urge now.” 

1 hat was so good to hear, f don’t know if he wrote any poem on it or 
not. But they didn't know, tilt then, that my small town, Burl a, had 
such beauty in its lap. And, on that note, w r c were on our way back 
home, the setting sun coloring us with its hues and thanking the “guests" 
for their visit to this natural heaven, 

We were back at around 8:00 PM, a little before dinner. And this is 
when people actually started discussing the purpose for which Khushi s 
parents were here. And, being a good lover-boy, 1 was updating my 
beloved about the proceedings at out premises. Moments later, when 1 
joined die discussion, we all arrived ar a common decision. 

The ring-ceremony was to be held in Faridabad, on 14 th February, 
2007, 

Khushi and ! had chosen this date long ago. She had said she wanted 
to celebrate this Valentine’s Day with her fiance (the future me), whereas 
my stand was that 1 wanted to celebrate this day with my girlfriend 
(the current she), So we both agreed to exchange our rings on the 
evening of I4 :il February, For the first half of the day she would be my 
girlfriend and for the later half, I would be her fiance. Such a simple 
solution, no? 
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So, the ling-ceremony would be on 14 th February. And the marriage, 
some time in November. 

After that, we had our dinner, and then her parents went to their 
room, quite happily. My parents and J had a brief discussion, planning 
some of die tilings at a personal level, especially lor the engagement 
which was a month later. 

She ii differently happy today it seems she wants io tell me something And 
i am asking - What? But she is taking her sweet rime. I heather turning the 
pages of newspaper. Then she speaks up. 

Shorn- 1 And after a moment of silence she adds t 'Your promise to me 
about thm boozing thing .,,"" 

Hmm .., 

“7 want to set you free from that promise. ” 

"WhatT For a moment, / cannot figure out the context. But, sulk lam 
happy, l again hear the sound of newspaper pages, 

She says, ' You kept your promise fir the past seven months. Tm sure 
alcohol wont turn you had. " 

/ doubt thats the only reason and ask her again, Are you- sure? Is this the 
only reason?" 

Mischievously she reveals the whole truth. She reads out an article from 
the newspaper which describes the various positive aspects of limited alcohol 
intake . It also says that a couple can make their romantic moments special 
with a glass of champagne. 

/ am smiling. 

She says, '7 respect you for keeping your promise to me till the day l ask 
you to break it. ” 

l dont My anything, but! smile. I am feeling nice about this , 
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She says "It's been a longtime for you. Do you feel like enjoying a dm 
with you rfriends tonight?" 

M N& " 

«Whyr J 

"Metha, ,, Well not tonight." l am laughing. 7 am glad shat you 
setting me free from this promts* and I am happier that / eon hi keep it, 
(wiy booze in order to give company to my fiends. Maybe the next time tk 
want me to, l mil he able to drink with them, lam in no hurry, though 

She says she feels so comfortable with my last hue, 

#4# 


ft 


It was Friday afternoon and, as usual, 1 called her up before lunch I 
had to cell her that wv had made our reservations and also when we'd 
he arriving at her place. And I wanted Co know what all was happening 
at their end. Actually, I already had an idea; still all these things retail >1 
to our engagement were so beautiful that wv loved to talk about them 
again and again. It happens with everyone, no? 

“HejT j 

" : Bevvy[ Hi, my cute baby.’ 


Listen, I have completed my nexL cask too. We have got our,,. 

But she interrupted me to sav, "Arey\ wait. Ill tell you about my 
task, 7 She seemed, very excited and, of course, completely ignored whal 
I was saying. She was very happy, I mean she is usually happy, hut thdl 
afternoon she was differently happy 

I heard her j ump off her bed onto the floor. 

"Give me a second,” she said and started singing to herself". La la... 
Lalala ,., La la. 


i'v r inilerr ■$high 



Weird/’ 1 thought and wailed for her one second to complete, 
"Ok! Do you know what I have done?” she asked in her cutest voice. 

I l mm»,. Mo, Tell me/ 

I have just painted some flower vases. And some candle pots, you 
juimv die kind: Bowl-shaped earthen pots which will be filled with 
iut, and fresh ruse petals and a tew small, lighted candles will be 
fit '.u i rig on the surface/ 

" Wowl But what are you going to do with this? ' 

Arey buddhul We will place them on the podium where we will be 
. .. hanging our rings that evening. To add an aesthetic couch and sweet 
i. igiance to the surroundings,' 1 

"Oh,,, Wow! Nice yam\ this will be awesome/' 

[ hen she got busy again. Probably working again on those candle 

p< as. 

"Aihehii, listen, I have made the reservations* l tried again to tell 
her, 

' Wow! You know what? I have made an awesome design on it. It’s 
looking good,,. It A looking so* beautiful!" 

1 don't know what had happened co her, She was completely ignoring 
i iK- and enjoying her preparation for her engagement evening. She was 
ranging, she was laughing more than 1 ever heard her, sire thought 
i veiything around her was so beautiful 
La .,. Let la... Mi id .,. La a., ■ 

“Hcyyyyyyy you know what? The entire menu is selected, Yes’. I‘ve 
done that. And dad has given the order accordingly. Everything is 
purchased apart from small accessories. I will buy them tomorrow/ 
And she kept narrating her entire list, what she was going to buy and 
wear on the engagement, 

"Arey, dekthe reh jaaoge. In that first look* I’ll take your breath away." 
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she started jumping and singing again, this time at a higher pitch. 

“What's happened to you?” I heard her mother ash. 

^ She's gone mad/' I heard Neeru say 

And Khushi? She kept laughing and dancing, 

"'Arty Mumma* I am going crazy,,., coz... coz... three days h 

IT'S MY ENGAGEMENTr 

La ... La la,.. La la... Laa .,. 

And then, I think, she made her mother dance with .her. She 
crazy. The madness of being in love.,. Her dream coming true wi 
every passing day... She was oil cloud nine. 

All of a sudden, her mother took the phone to talk to me, 

ll My daughter's gone completely mad today.,. She's been 
laughing all morning, She's so happy IVe starred worrying,.. Mafcl 
Latch,.* 9j 

"When you were getting married you must have felt the same!" I 
heard Khushi shouting in the background* her voice fading away as i. 
she was going out of the room. 

"Did you hear?” her innocent and worried mother asked. 

“Haha, Bur Mumma, today I like your daughter even, more. Yo 
don't worry, Just let her enjoy the preparations.” 

From her mother I found out that, since morning, she had bee 
crying on her dress for that evening every now and then, her sandals, 
her bangles. She had, not even eaten breakfast in her excitement. All 
morning her hands were dipped in the paint she was applying to those 
vases and candle pots. 

"Do you want to talk to Ravin?” her mother asked her. 

And from outside came her faint, childish, arrogant voice, “Mumrna, 
tell him I am busy planning my engagement, so don't disturb me.” 
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Mir was so lost in die euphoria of her engagement that she probabk 
[ fin got the person whom she was getting engaged taE 

[ left my cute princess to her work. But before I hung up, I let hs 
n uidler know about our reservations and the time when wed be atrivioj 
ii Kiridabad, Aid I heard Khushis, 11 La ... La ,.. Laaaaa.,,” 

1 was wondering how she was handling all this. On one hand, I iva 
■.ii LLggling to get everything completed for the ceremony. My life wss 
u revved up: booking tickets* calling and planning all my friend! 
| L hedules, buying clothe? and jewelry. And shopping for all tint 
"nuscelhnemis" things - which was the biggest headache of all, I was 
tired. I was frustrated. On the other hand, Khushi was handling *1 
this so easily. Laughing, kidding* enjoying each and every second 
Planning, shopping and trying everything on* one more time. I euviec 
her for being so relaxed amid all this, And I loved her for this \xvj 
reason. 

Done with my lunch, alone in the food-court of my office char 
afternoon* I was laugh!ng recalling her euphoria. I felt happy for lie 
and for myself for having her in my life, 

Khushi s funda of life was so simple > yet fruitful - she wanted to live 
and enjoy every moment of her life. She kept saying* “Forget what 
others think when you wish to dance in the rain. Just do it. It's voir 
moment. It's your happiness.” She was correct when she said 
engagements* marriages, love (or, to be precise, first love) — all these sit 
one-time occasions. Therefore* rhey are precious. You have to oelcbufi 
diem. You have to make them memorable. 

Thinking of all this even 1 wanted to act crazy. "Yes! It's ir.T 
engagement,” 1 said to myself in excitement. And with a Jam sip o: 
water I returned to my office to complete die leftover nukf, before’ 
went on leave. 
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I filled in my leave form, for the next 2 weeks, on my computer. In 
the “reason” section of the form, I wrote, :i lc's my engagement! My cell 
won't be reachable for any code fixes or test reports, but only for your 
good wishes," 

Later chat night, I was feeling this excitement creating waves in me. . 
Soon I would be engaged, 1 would be called somebody’s fiance, The 
freedom of being with my friends and staring at other girls may be 
gone. That one ring, which 1 would soon be wearing on my finger, 
would stop all incoming traffic of other girls. My bachelorhood was : 
going ro expire soon... 

Would I enjoy my life going forward, jusL die way I did till now? 11 
didn’t know. Rut ] wanted that ring on rny finger. 1 couldn’t wait any 
longer. I didn’t know the future but, yes,. I wanted to marry Khushi. 1 
was dying to. All of a sudden, J wanted to have iter with me. 1 wanted 
to stare -,u her, kiss her, love her, Ripples of romance were making 
troughs and crests eii the ocean of my heart. 1 called her tip. 

The moment she picked up the phone l said, “I think 1 want to 
make love to you, 

Hmm: I lab a. You're nuts. 1 am in my office and have high-priority 
defects to be assigned for closure,' site answered with a naughty laugh, 

A few weeks back, she had moved to a US project and was working 
night-shifts, i knew that but I was so lost in my thoughts, i kepi 
talking. "... And I want to close my eyes and fed your face with my 
fingers.. 

"Hey! Shona... Listen," die was -frill laughing, trying to halt my" 
thought process. 

"... Anti then my fingers,..." 

"Listen dear- Plcascceccececcc, 1 understand your mood. But, I have 
some very urgent tasks,” .she said gently, so that I would not get hurt. 
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“Screw work, screw defects, 1 said, 

"i love you dear. But this is my SasL day at office, before 1 take leave. 
Don’t you want me to complete all my work here so that 1 can enjoy 
my own engagement?' 

Hus is bow die always made me chink and brought me back co 
tea liry. 

‘Hrnmm,.1 said, co let her know 1 understood but, still* was 
disappointed. 

"1 promise, ! will wake you up aL around five in fhe morning, as 
soon as I reach home," she quickly said to comfort me, 

’ Wake me up at five. "Why?” 

"Mmm,,. Mavbc I'll want to heel your fingers on my face,..” 

” Cj otcha! 1: n j oy work i n g, ” 

"T.njnv your sleep before an erotic morning, See you at five." 

She kissed me and returned to her “high-priority delects"', 


Half asleep, i reached lor my ceil underneath my pillow: From the 
flint light coming in through the curtains. 1 could make out it was 
morning. I checked, the time on the screen of my phone. It was 6A0 
AM. 

1 remembered KhushE was supposed to call me. Why didn’t she 
call? I >id she fall asleep? Still in the mood to continue J;isr nights 
interrupted conversation, I dialed her number. I was still tinder my 
blanket on that chilly morning, t or a long, romantic chat, J pur on mv 
hands-free and closed my eyes before 1 entered a world of romance 
with her. 

Her phone kept ringing but she didn’t pick it up, 
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'"1 wont let you deep dear,” 1 murmured to myself and redialed. 

To my surprise I heard a male voice. “Hello?" The voice was breathin 
heavily 

"Who is this? ’ 1 asked, suddenly awake. 

“Girish," i 

[ could make out lie was rushing somewhere. There were noise 
around him. 

“Why do you have Khushi’s cell?' 

] Ic didn’t answer hut handed the cell to someone eke. 

:l H ello.'' said another male voice. 

"PUshkar?" 

“Yes, Ravin.” 

“What’s up, yaar! All you people? Where is Khushi?” 1 asked 
anxiously throwing off the blanket. 

"Ravin, we arc rushing to the !OL\ Khushi met. with an accident 
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Something struck 
my heart. I jumped off my bed. “ACCIDENT?" I rediecked 

"While coming back from office,, her cab met with an accident...,” 

My heartbeats increased. Pushkar then rushed off to sec someone, 
probably a doctor and passed that call back to G Irish. 

AjI rish, tell me the truth. What has happened to her? Is.site alright?" 

He was silent. 

“Speak up! Goddammit. She is fine nt&" l shouted at hirn. I could 
; ee| rny feet shaking, losing their grip on ground, And i starred rushing 
here and there in mv room. 

7 

"‘1 don't know, Ravin.” 

"What do you mean you don't know?” 

He answered softly. "The call got hit by some giant truck. The 
chi ver... the driver... he..,' 

“What happened?” 

"He died on the spot,” 

"Oh God! ” That scared the hell out of me. "Girish, For heaven's sake 
tell me about Khushi, Please Girish.., Please.' 1 
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“Khushi is in the ICU, Hit: doctors Invent confirmed anything. 
.She has suffered a lot of Mood loss,, 

1 .started screaming, 

"Was there anyone else in the cab?" 1 further asked. 

' Yes, one more guy, who was sitting next to the driver. But he is 
fine. He lias gotten some minor scratches. The car was completely 
smashed from die tig]it side, leading to the final injuries to the driver 
on the front and Khushi who was sitting just behind the driver Girish 
replied. 

Moments later, Pushkar returned and comforted me, saying that 
the doctors were taking care of her and they fell they would be able to 
get the situation under control 

’"Ah of us are here. Ravin, Don't panic. She will lie alright, Thd 
doctors are positive. I have just talked ro them. 

"Yes, Pushkar, She will be fine. I am sure she will be. She has ro be," 

! whispered, praying that my words would come true, 

“Listen, i will call you up soon to update you on her condition 
Right now I have to go and check out her medicines and other things." 

'‘Yeah,,. yeah,,, ya,., You just go ahead with what’s required. I’ll.,, 
HI wait for vour call/' 

Back in my room, 1 was still in shock, wondering if all that was real 
or just a nightmare and that when I woke up 1 would find Khushi wag j 
■ well. 


Fine, unfortunately it was real. 

I felt suffocated, l was crying to breathe in as much air as possible. I 
opened all the windows, trying to make contact with ihe world outside '■ 
my home. 1 was alone in my house, And that terrible shock was teari n ‘ 
me apart in my loneliness. ). called up mv parents but disconnect™ 
the call before anyone cook it, wondering how to give them this news. I 
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wanted to get a grip on myself first. So many tears crowded my mind, 
1 didn't know what to do, so 1 rushed ro the other room, to my worship- 
place. With my hands joined, 1 said to God, “No! Don’t make these 
bad thoughts come true. Please God. Not her, PLEASE. 

Later that morning. ! called my family to tell them. They did not 
believe what they heard first, but brer helped me, saying she will be 
fine. I roll them 1 was going to book the next available flight. F’or the 
rest of the day I kepi calling tier family members, 1 was restless. I got 
my flight confirmed. 

Before the day ended, f wrote an SMS and forwarded it to all my 
friends who were about ro attend my ring ceremony 

Friends, there is had news. 

Khushi has met with an accident 
a nd eve} yth trig else sta ridspQstpvned. 



The next morning, 1 got up from my bed at around 6:. : J0 though I had 
been awake since 5:00, struggling to get rid of all bad thoughts. 

1 went to my closet* opened it and, then, with my palms joined and 
eyes closed, I bowed my head in front of Guru Natiak's picture which 
1 kept on the first shelf. In my heart, I uttered, "Heal her wounds and 
make her well... Please! 1 know you can do that." 

I stood there for a while. A little later, 1 opened my eves, looked up 
and walked away, leaving the closet door open. On my way co the 
bathroom, I halted to see myselL in the mirror beside my computer 
table, 1 looked scared and pale. A tear was still on my right eyelash. 1 
wiped it off and, taking a deep breadi and putting on a false smile, 1 
said ro the mirror, “Your sweetheart will be alright, She is such a sweet 
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gill. Cod cannot be so cruel chat hie'll barm bet any more.” Syy J 
:har to myself, 1 rushed to die bathroom as l was getting late lor nhfl 
flight. 

By 7:30 l was through with my bath. There was an hour left for ml 
ro get ready, vV bar ever J was doing,, there were two names always oil 
my lips, “Klnishi" and “God". VI 

1 went to die closer, picked up my prayer book and then sac on ntyl 
cot with my legs crossed. For the next 10 minutes* I prayed with utmoj 
devotion and concentration, There was pin-drop silence in my room,] 

In my prayer, i again begged God to save my Klim,hi and get her out nM 
danger. Witla this, J bowed my head in front of the prayer book, 1 
wrapped it in its bag and kepi it back in the closet with utmost care, I 
Saying my prayer every morning had been my daily routine since college | 
and, probably, today, 1 was subconsciously demanding the results N 
my prayers. 


i did not fed like having breakfast, How could I, when my beloved | 
was unconscious in the ICC? I skipped it and left for the airport. * 

Outside, the bright sun was wishing good morning to Bhubaneswar, 

And I was desperate to get some good news about Khushi. Every now I 
and then, I was checking my ceil for any missed cal! or .SMS. Early on 1 
Sunday the roads were not crowded. I bailed an an to-rickshaw and 
without bargaining, for the first dine in my life, I gor in w r ith mv air- 
bag. 


"Where?” asked the auto-rickshaw driver. 
“Airport.” 


By 9:30, I was at the airport. I got my bag checked in. There were 
.-i.ill some 20 minutes left before my Jlight. I could not resist calling up 
someone in Faridabad to get an update on Khushis condition, I dialed 
her number, Someone picked up the phone. 
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"Hello,” said a feminine voice. 

'Hi! Misha di.” By now l could recognize the voices of everyone in 
khushi's family. 

'Hi, Ravin. 1 low are you?” 

H am Ok didi, how arc you? Aid any update from the hospital? 1 ' 

“The doctors have not attended to her this morning. They 5 !! 
probably give an update by eleven. " 

I was getting restless, not knowing Khushis condition, 

Misha di then asked, "When will you be reaching here?' 5 

“Right now I'm at the airport and my flight is going to depart in a 
lew minutes, So, probably by one in the afternoon... I think the security 
, heck has starred, fill have to hang up. Will see you guys when i reach 
thereT 

"Yes, yes, You go on. Reach here safely and then we wi II talk. Bye. 

“Bye/ 1 1 said and went to the security check, 

A little later, 1 was in the aircraft, on my seat, trying to cheer myself 
up with the fact that I got a window-seat. But, in no time, I w r a.s 
worried again. 3 was lost in a series of thoughts, when a beautiful hand 
offered me some candies. 

“May I offer you some candies, sir: : the air hostess asked,, 

“No thanks.” 

Even her lovely face could not get me to say yes. Maybe because no 
one appeared as beautiful to me, anymore, as my own Khusbi, And at 
that very moment, a thought flashed through my brain: "Once you 
fail in love, things like external beauty, apparel and so on become 
unimportant,” 

The thought surprised me. I wondered if this was what we call the 
magic of being in love, 
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girl. God cannot: be so cruel that Hell harm her any more/’ Sayn 
that to myself* 1 rushed to the bathroom as 1 was getting late for mj 
flight. 

By 7 :30 I was through with my bath. There was an hour left for tn< 
to get ready. Whatever I was doing, there were two names always oi 
my lips: "Khushi" and "God", 

I went to the closet, picked up my prayer book and then sat on mj 
cot with my legs crossed. For the next 10 minutes, 1 prayed with utm< 
devotion ant] concentration, There was pin-drop silence in my rooi 
In my prayer, I again begged God to save my Khushi and get her our 
danger. With tills, I bowed my head in front of the prayer bool 
wrapped it in its bag and kept it back in the closet with utmost car 
Saying my prayer every morning had been my daily routine since colk 
and, probably, today, I was subconsciously demanding the results ol 
my prayers. 

1 did not feel I ike having breakfast. How could I, when my bclovec 
was unconscious in the 1CU? I skipped it and left for the airport. 

Outside.* the bright sun was wishing good morning to Bhubarn 
And I was desperate to get some good news about Khushi. Every not 
and then, 1 was checking my cell for any missed call or SMS. Early on 
Sunday, the roads were not crowded. I hailed an auto-rickshaw ant 
without bargaining, for the first time in my life, I got in with my air¬ 
bag. 

"Where?" asked the auto-rickshaw driver. 

"Airport/" 

By 9:30,1 was at the airport, I got my bag checked in. There wei 
still some 20 minutes left before my flight. 1 could not resist calling up' 
someone in Faridabad to get an update on Khushi s condiiion, l diah 
her number. Someone picked up the phone. 
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: Hello," said a feminine voice, 

HiJ Misha di, By now I could recognise the voices of everyone in 
Khushi s family, 

L 'Hi* Ravin. How are you? 11 

I am Ok didi, how arc you? And. any update from the hospital?” 

"The doctors have not attended to her this morning, They'll 
probably give an update by eleven,' 1 

1 was getting restless, not knowing Khushis condidon, 

Misha di then asked* "When will you be reaching here? 11 

"Right now Tm at the airport and my flight is going to depart in a 
few minutes. So, probably by one in the afternoon,,, 1 think the security 
cheek has started. Ill have to hang up. Will see you guys when I reach 
there.” 

"Yes* yes. You go on. Reach here safely and then we will talk. Bye.” 

"Bye,” I said and went to the security check. 

A little laLer* 1 was in the aircraft, on my seat, crying to cheer myself 
up with the fact that I got a window-seat. But, in no time, I was 
worried again. I was lost in a series of thoughts, when a beautiful hand 
offered me some candies. 

"May I offer you some candies* sir?” the air hostess asked. 

"No thanks.” 

Even her lovely face could not get me to say yes. Maybe because no 
one appeared as beautiful to me* anymore, as my own Khushi. And at 
thar very moment, a thought fiashed through my brain: "Once you 
tall in love* things like external beauty* apparel and so on become 
unimportant.” 

The thought surprised me, I wondered If this was what we call the 
magic of being in love. 
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Whatever it was, but ar that: time I was sure about one thing - that 
1 did not like myself in this mood, at all- 1 mean,, just the day before, I 
was so happy to see my blazer, her engagement ring and her sarL Look 
at me now. "Hey Ravinl You have to get out of this mood. This is 
absolutely not you," I said to myself. 

By now, the aircraft, the passengers and those air hostesses were 
all in the air. I looked outside the window, observing the white 
tloLids and those birds we passed by, a few seconds hack. I wondered 
how L mg it would have taken me to go to ban da bad for weekend 
daces with Khushi. if [ were a bird. I had almost lost myself in 

I 

those happy thoughts, when the fat lady sitting beside me asked 
me to shutter the window because of the scorching sun, 1 done 
know how the sun rays could have made her skin any darker. Bur 
anyway, 1 was not in the mood for an argument and 1 did what she 
wanted. 

It was time for lunch now. ! realized this when I saw the food trolley 
in the aisle. Rut 1 wasn’t feeling hungry I was very sad, wondering how 
such a day had come. And, at the same moment, I knew that it I dwelt 
on these thoughts, the journey would be very hard for me. I made up 
my mind to have at least a sandwich and drive my mind away from 
those bad thoughts. “Think of something interesting or funny. Oh! 
How about planning a sequence of bhatigra steps for die engage mem 
night?’' J said to myself. Then had to add, "Which will now be 
postponed by a lev/ months../' 

By now. the food-trolley was beside me. 

“Excuse me. ait! What would you like to have for lunch?’' die ail 
hostess asked. 

' You are excused, baby/ 1 thought, forcing myself to change my 
mood. Aloud, I said, “Hmm... A sandwich with a Coke will do/ 
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"You don't want to have lunch?' 1 She was surprised. 

"This is my lunch for today." 

"Ok. Veg or non-veg, sir? 11 She smiled, 

Wow! This time that smile appeared good to me. 

“You wont he serving me both?" I asked her as soon as she completed 
her question. 

She looked at the food on her trolley, a little flustered, probably 
counting to see if she could spare two, 

" Hey, I was kidding, Give me a veg sandwich/ I said, interrupting 
her. 

She again smiled and served me the sandwich and Coke. I forced 
myself to come out of that gloomy mood. 

K Wow! That smile is pretty indeed," I told myself The next moment 
1 had tills weird urge to check out her name tag, 1 don’t know why hist 
I felt that she was a Punjabi ioo Rut before 1 could do that, she had 
gone to the row behind me. I tried to stand up a bit and turned back 
to look, but then I noticed that the far lady beside me was staring at 
me, as if she had caught a guy in her neighborhood making passes at 
her daughter. 

(“You Men arc dogs/ Khushi always used to say to me. ‘And you 
are going to marry one of them, no? was my i.cply every time.) ! s.n 
back on my scat with a lit tie disappointment and had my sandwich 
and coke. 

I only realized I had fallen asleep when the announcement woke me 
up: "Ladies and gentlemen, we arc about to land at Delhi airport in a 
short while/ 

1 became very anxious again, recalling rhe purpose for which I was 
traveling. A Slide later, 1 would he seeing Khushi in the iOLk I raised 
the wi ndmv's shutter to have a look at the view outside, it was drizzling, 
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All of li sudden, J felt a bit cold. Not due ro the weather, hut because 
of my nervousness and anxiety about her condition. 


At 1:45, forty-five minutes late due to bad weather, the plane landed 
In fifteen minutes, 1 managed to collect my air-bag and was Outside 
tlie airport. At a distance, amid the crowd in front of me, I saw Decpu 
and fiju waving to me, 1 waved back and moved towards them 
Meanwhile! I switched on rm mobile and saw some missed calls from 
Decpiir 

“How arc you?" Dccpu asked, shaking my hand, 

11 1 am fine. How arc you and any update on Khushis present 
condition?' I asked, with my fingers crossed. 

He then gave me an update, with some medical terms that were 
new to me, but, somehow, they did not make me feel good. J then 
asked him ii the overall situation was better than yesterday. 

“Hmm.. Deep ti was trying to frame his next sentence, [ understood 
the situation. 

I then acknowledged Jijus presence. This was the first time 1 wus 
Seeing liim, 

l "This is our elder Jijuf Dccpu introduced me. 

"Sat Sri A kit!." I said and shook his hand. 

"I believe the flight got late," he said. 

Yes, because of this weather,.. they wanted us to enjoy die scenfc 
beauty of Delhi from up there/ 5 I pointed cowards rhe sky with a 
smile, trying to make everyone a little relaxed. 

We got into a cab. Delhi was quire chilly and I wanted to feel the 
cold so I took off my jacket. It cook us more than an hour to reach the 
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hospital in hirnJabad. I he cab driver ic?r us ac the entrance and drove 
in the parking lot. 

We went into the hospital and took the elevator to the 2"^ floor. As 
was getting closer to her, my fear was i ncreasing and I started shaking 
i hi t. 1 looked at the different faces in the elevator and their expressions 
-■ Inch told their happy and sad stories. On the second floors the elevator 
door opened. 

Stepping out, I saw Pushkar coming towards me. E hugged him, 
r . :ore lie could ask anything about my journey and me, 1 asked him 
loom her condition. 

" Hie doctors have updated m<: about her condition a few minutes 
h h k, Pushkar said, looking at all of ns. 

“What kind of update, Tell me?" I asked. 

“Sh c is s till unconscious but her condition is a little better since 
uiurniiig, though she is not yet completely out of danger. They are 
I 1 aiming to operate on her fractured jaw and thighs in a day or tw r o. 
Apart from th at there are some blood clots in some section of her brain, 
ihough they’re not that critical and are likely to heal through 
medication/' 

That Tittle better” made us ail feel a little better. Still, we were 
worried 

I hough we knew that Pushkar has told ns everything the doctors 
had told him, we kept asking him more questions, hoping chat at least 

■ 111 uethiTig wo u 1 d be more post d ve, 

Meanwhile, there was an announcement on that Moor for all of us 

■ ■ iio were without KJU passes to go to the ground floor as the meeting 
lline was over. Every evening, between 5:30 and 6:00, one or tw r o 
people front the patients' families were allowed to visit. I looked back 
m see where this announcement came from. 
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There I saw a door with die lexers ’I C IT engraved on it. Intensive 
Care Unit. The meaning nf the acronym made me shiver. A raw fear 
passed through me. This was the first time in my life l was standing m 
front of an LOU door, thinking about the person on t he ocher side and 
what she meant to me and my life. I 

14 Gad. please,” 1 said, scaring at those bold letters. 

\ tried to look in from the little glass window embedded in that 
door, 

'The path on the right side leads to tier bed. Bed number 3,” a 
person standing behind me said, 

I looked back, 

“This is Susan t,” Deepu said and introduced lis. 

"Oh yes, Khushi used lo talk about you.” 

Khushi and Susant were in die same college and Lie used to treat her 
like his own sister. 

Amid our introductions, there was a second announcement bidding 
us to vacate die ICU floor. It was decided, iliac Susant would stay back | 
in rhe hospital that evening and we all would go home. At night, one . 
of us would come bade to replace Susam . 



At 6:15 PM, we reached home. The door was open and 1 was the first 
person to enter, carrying my airbag on my shoulder. While entering 
the drawing room I saw Khushi's mum. She seemed to be very worried 
- a mother whose child was fighting the most crucial battle uf her life, 
Keeping my bag on the ground, I went to her to couch her feet and she 
hugged me like her own son, 

I whispered in her ears, “Everything will be fine, absolutely fine,” 
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“Yes. Now that you have come, she will be fine,” she said patting 
my back with affection, 

Meanwhile, l saw Misha di and Ami di, \ met them, answering 
iheir tjuestions about my hassle-free journey. We sat on the solas and 
Tibs in the drawing room, A little later, her dad tame in from the 
«-itier room. 1 gut up to touch his feet and he, too, inquired if my 
jiiumey bad been fine. 

We then sat discussing whatever bad happened during the last two 
da ys- He was describing the probable conditions in which the accident 
1 1 itl taken place. Amid our discussions, there were moments of long 
■iknees and deep breaths which we all were trying to break with our 
positive words. 

I then saw Neerti coming out of the kitchen wi ill sortie water and 
11 s on a rmy. "Look at her face and the grief which has replaced her 
v.eet smile," I thought to myself. She came and placed die cups on 
1 1ic table in front of us. She was about to leave without talking to me, 
■lien l said, “Hi, Nceruf 

" Hello, How are you?” 

T am fine. And how about you?” 

I am fine too," she said, picking up the used glasses and silently 
turning to the kitchen. 

"She's terribly sad," Mumma said to me. 

“1 can understand," 

We continued talking for a little while, after which everyone got 
liny,- with their respective ianks. I then saw lifdc Daan running our of 
ilie other room with ins toys. He recognized me immediately and, 

■ 'lining to me, he asked. "You’ve come again?" 

" Yes. I. have come to see you, dear. I answered, taking him in my 
arms, 
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"What have you got tor me?" 1 was expecting this question. 

“\Vdl, I have chocoSates for you sweetheart! Bur you will get them H « 
you give me 10 kisses," I said, gently pressing his sweet cheeks. 

He did not say anything, but started kissing me and counting, aftd! 
which 1 handed him his chocolates, He was so happy that Sic rushed ml 
bis mother to show her. 

"Never forget to get chocolates tor Daan," was Khushi’s sweet I 
command foi me. She kept reminding me of sue Si sweet and caring 
tasks which had so much importance in her life. 

We had our dinner at 9=00 char night, after which we were discussing I 
who would be the two persons going to stay in the hospital for tUc j 
night, Every male member in the family was willing to be there and I 
counted myself part of this family too. 

“You might he tired after your journey So better you rest here at 
homed Dad said to me. 

L 'No, fm fine. My journey was hardly 3 hours,.," 

1 badlv wanted to go to the hospital, i wanted to be as dose a 
possible to her, But then, a little later, Dad finally decided that Dccpn 
and Jiju would go to the hospital and I should remain at home that 
night. Pushkar had to go to bis office to complete some work. 

1 was disappointed. I badly wanted to sec her. But now, I had to 
spend another sleepless night without seeing her. 

At 11 ;30 1 was in bed, in Khushis room. Alone, 1 was looking here 
and there at the things in her room and trying to recollect what she used 
to tell me about them during our conversations. The computer on m« 
right, her closet on the left and the store-room, attached to this room, 
full of books. The disappointment of not being able to make it to die 
hospital that night was reduced a little by the thought that I was going 
to spend that night in her room, on the bed where she used to sleep. 

1GB 


Reminder Sittgh 

With ah these thoughts in mind, 1 don't remember when 1 fell asleep. 
I must have slept for a few hours, The next time [ woke up, there was 
■i little noise coming out of the attached bathroom. The lights in the 
mam had been switched off and there was a Id anker covering me from 
shoulder to toe. I checked my cell to see the time. It was 5:00 AM, 
.Somebody then switched on the light in the bathroom, I tried to figure 
out what that sound was. Soon. I realized iliac it was the tap water 
lading in the empty, giant cub in the bathroom. 

"Ah! She used to tell me this,” 1 thought with a little excitement, 
klmshi used to cell me about this irritating thing in most of our “good 
morning s calls. 

Completely awake now, I smiled, remembering her narration, How 
well she had described this moment, which was so painful for a person 
who wanted to sleep. And fust like she had told me, her mother came 
out of the bathroom and turned the green night lamp on before leaving 
ihe room, 1 felt as if 1 had won some championship for knowing, in 
advance, what would happen, How well I knew my Khushi, I thought. 
We were made for each other.,, 

I covered my lace with the blanket, trying to escape that greenish 
light and the sound of water foiling in the tub. 

Jesus! How dues she bear this every morning?” 1 wondered and 
went back to sleep. 



I be next morning, 1 woke up around eight and saw Mtimma in the 
other room, trying to wake her daughters up every ten minutes. 

I went up to her and said, “Good morning, Mumma.” 

“(food morning, betaji” she replied, "Look at them, they arc so 
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ta/.y." She pointed at them, with a little frustration and a smile it ilu 
same time. 

I looked at where she was pointing and saw Ami di and Misha di 
fating for rhe common blanket in their sleep. E felt pity for the pod 
blanket which was being pulled here and there so often. The head! 
and feet, coming out of the blanket at odd angles, posed question! 
about their sleeping posture which were hard 10 answer, at least lot 
me. Amid this fight for the blanket, Xeem was very cairn in her day 
Nothing was bothering her, not even her mothers wake-up call!,;, 
Watching rhem w ith ,i -smile, I was about ro go to the bathroom when 
i saw a little hand coining out of Neems long hair, 

II Hey! Who’s that?” I said in a sweet voice, trying to uncover link 
Daan who was sandwiched in between his ma&is. He looked so very 
sweet nr his sleep that 1 could not resist giving him a good monunf 
kiss. The four of them sleeping on that bed appeared so good to m, 
Looking at them, l realized how much they loved each other and in »« 
close-knit this family was, 

“Touchwood; 5 I said in my heart. 

i was amazed ar die morning in this house being so good. Am! 
when Kfcushi would be back here, it will be simply awesome. I wished 
I could -soon see all the siblings in this house, sleeping in their tun , 
way, 

)]y 9:20 I was ready and through with my morning prayers. Win 
coming out of my room I saw Neeru and Ami di in the kitchen, l 
wanted to crack a little joke then, recalling the mornings sight. Ifc ■ 
checked myself, maybe because of the thoughts of KhushiV condition! 
running in everyone's mind and mine, or the silence chat pervaded tin 
home. And. if not that either, then because of Dad's serious presence 
the dining table. 
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AVc are getting late for the hospital. Why is the breakfast not 
i ■ ady yet?” Dad asked the females of the house, looking at the kitchen 
< 1 1 . ii i r. 

We had to reach the hospital and send jiju and Deepu, who had 
luvn there alt night, back home. 

No one but iMurnma dared to answer the question. “Its almost 
done,” she said. 

And in a shore while, breakfast was served. Dad called me to join 
him and, oi course, 1 did accordingly. We took .nearly twenty minutes 
i" have our breakfast and at ten, we left for the hospital. On cult way, 
suddenly, l had the same feeling that E had the day before when, for 
ihe lust time, 1 was entering rhe IC"U, wishing to see her. 

Soon, we were in the hospital. On the K.’U floor, 1 saw Deepu half- 
. 1 .deep lei a comet chair in the hall. Dad and l went straight no him. 

"'Hey Deepu, I said, placing my hand on his shoulder. 

H e woke up with a start and looked up, lie was tired and I could 
we the sleep m lus eyes. 

"'Hi, he said, getting up from his seat. 

u Did the doctors see her this morning?” Dad asked him, 

"Yes, they saw lieu In fact, a litde while ago, they talked to me and 
said char they will lie going for a C I' scan by noon. They want to check 
ike prescue status of the blood dots in Did is brain/ 

Meanwhile, jiju joined our conversation. He had gone to gcr a water 
bottle from the shop in die hospital campus. He too got an update 
horn Deepu, A little later, I )ad asked both of them to go back home so 
that they could have breakfast and take some rest. But jiju insisted on 
.staying there for a while, with us. He suspected that the doctors might 
he taking Khushi for the CT scan soon and then he too could see her, 
■So he stayed back* while Deepu left for home in his car. Deepu was 
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definitely not going to rest, as there was important work at home co be 
completed, 

I lie three of us occupied vacant chairs in different rows on that 
floor I started looking ai the people around me ■ some sleeping, .some 
talking to their dear ones on rltcir mobiles, some chanting prayers and 
a few wiping their tears. Deep in their eyes was a fear which they were 
fighting against. I here was this smell in the air, peculiar to every hospital 
in this country. In front of us was the 1C Li door which was scaring me 
an awful lot. 

In the right corner of this floor there was a TV set, at a height, Some 
India versus Sri Lanka series was on, with the volume almost aero, A 
few youngs lets were following the match before a lady demanded to 
see the repeat telecast of a Saas-Bahu serial which site had missed last 
night. According to the person sitting next to me, this lady was quite 
happy today as her father-in-law was being discharged from the 1CU 
in a few hours. The moment site heard this news from her doctor,, she 
discovered a way to celebrate by watching reruns of her favorite soap. 

So much was happening around mt. livery five mmures, the elevator 
door opened in order to flush out and take in different people, Nurses 
and ward boys wheeled patients on trolleys to different rooms on the 
other side of the 1CU door. Frequent announcements called for 
attendants to meet their respective doctors and, with every calk the 
concerned persons rushed to the ICU in hope and fear, 

Litis was an altogether ncw r atmosphere for me or, probably, for 
everyone on this floor. The doctors on the other side of the ICU door 
seemed like Gods to as and the- gatekeeper at the entrance, their 
messenger. And fust like a temple, wc were supposed co remove glh 
shoes at the door before moving in. At times, the same door opened 
from the other side and we saw people coming out, some smiling, 
some about to burst into tears. 
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Finally, there was an announcement for us too. "Bed no, 3. Attendants 
of Khtishi, please come in.' 

I his was enough to send my heart racing. Despite the sweat on my 
forehead, all or a sudden I felt extremely cold inside. I started breathing 
heavily. I knew rite time had come when f was going co see something 
which would disturb me. I looked at Dad and Jiju and then the three of 
ii - rushed towards the door, By nows no tic of us had seen her and I don't 
know what was happening to them, hut I was shaking, I felt Jijus hand 
on my shoulder trying co comfort me as wc approached the door. 

"Yes, Dad said ro the gatekeeper. 

Go to the C (-Scan room on the ground floor. 1 he nurses have 
taken her there for the scan," rhe gatekeeper told us. 

We ruslled towards the elevator. The door was about ro close when 
we squeezed ourselves in. At the ground floor, outside the elevator 
door, 1 asked the guard tor directions to the CT-Scan room. Busy with 
his cell phone he pointed die way. I was running, with Dad and jiju 
trying to catch up. 1 passed by many rooms on this floor and finally 
readied the zone where 1 saw a board which read ‘"CT Scan," The 
entrance co this zone was a grill-likc structure behind which there was 
< reception counter. 

''Yes?" one of the ladies at the reception asked me. 

"Has the CT-Scan of the patient named Khushi starred?" i asked 
her, tying my shoelace which had come undone while I was running. 

site glanced at the last entries in her thick register. Meanwhile, I 
turned back eo sec Dad and Jiju, who were still four blocks away from 
iIns room. 

Can you sec that stretcher inside, behind, that green curtain? That's 
your patient and the CT-Scan is about to start in a short while, ’ she 
said, pointing towards rhe CT-Scan room. 
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“Who tire you and../' she tried to ask me but, before, she could 
complete her questions, my feet started moving towards that stretcher, 
All of a sudden !. was calm. I felt everything around me was freezing:, as 
if time was slowing down every second. The voices around me grew 
dins in my cars. I was seeing people around me and their actions bur 
was not able co hear them at all. I could see the reception lady behind J 
me still asking so many questions and prohibiting me from going in 
but E was not able to understand her and I kept walking cowards the 
green curtain without even blinking. Ac the door, the ward boy tried 
to stop me, possibly at the receptionist's command, I don’t remember! 
his face and what had happened to him, but there was something, 
something because of which he took his hands off me the very next 
moment. Maybe u was my rears falling on his hands... 

And, finally I was standing beside her. 

Seeing her, my heart melted inside me. Never in my word 
nightmare could I have seen her this way, My sweetheart, my Khjjslii 
was in Front of me and her body revealed what she had gone through 
Most of her body was covered with a white bed sheet. Her innocent 
face had suffered so many injuries. There were blood clots on her 
swollen right eye. There were scars, big and small, on her entire face* 
A thick ventilator tube ran down her nose; Her broken jaw was 
temporarily fixed with bandages. The soft skin of her right arm borf 
the marks of so many injections that it had turned blue. I could see 
multiple tubes of different diameters piercing different parts of hef 
body. On her bed she was surrounded by various medical equipment 
including a ventilator, a small monitor to read the heart-beat, an 
oxygen-cylinder extension and medicine bags with injections and 
medicine in them. And there were these constant beeps from the 
ventilator, 

I saw her hand, coming out from under the bed sheet at my side. 1 
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touched her little finger very gently. In response, I felt her beautiful 
fingers crawling on my palm and, with that, I suddenly held her hand 
and started crying, seeing my dearest bearing chat pain all alone. 

1 felt a hand on rny shoulder again. Regaining my senses, I looked 
hack tt) see Jiju. standing behind me looking at her. Dad approached 
her from die other side and was observing tier with love and warmth in 
his eyes. Indeed, its hard for a father to sec his daughter breathing 
with the help of a support system. And there I was, still holding her 
hand. The three of us, standing beside our dear Kliushi, were praying 
hard, with all our heart and so til. 

" We have to take her for the scan,” a feminine voice broke the silence 
in that room. She was the nurse who was in charge and had been to gel 
tire CT scan machine readv, 

She called the ward boy at the entrance for help and wheeled the 
stretcher to the scanner. It was a giant, white-colored, wheel dike 
structure which I had seen earlier only in some movies, f was feeling 
apprehensive, 

"Help me to .shift her to the scanner," the nurse said in a loud voice 
while assembling the ventilator tube. 

We all helped in shifting her from the stretcher. I was standing on 
her left along with the nurse- Dad and Jiju were at the other side, flu- 
ward boy too came and stood beside us in order to lift her. We all were 
at our positions, but I couldn't understand how we would shift her 
with all rise equipment and various tubes attached co her badly injured 
body, 

"Now,” die nurse said, commanding all of us to lift her. 

All hands were at work that moment. Though Dad, jiju and l to >k 
utmost care in transferring her to the scanner, che nurse did not seem 
careful enough to me. Site lifted her from the stretcher without giving 
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any support to her neck and, moreover, the way she gripped her hasid 
was definitely not right, 

“The saline tube has come out/' the ward boy said, 

] jumped, and caught hold of that tube to give it to the nurse as soon j 
as possible 50 that die could fix it. But the nurse appeared too lazy nd 
do char. 

“Please fix that tiling first; 1 said to her. 

"'Relax, sir. Everyday we handle many patients. Don't worry" stir 
said, arrogantly. 

14 Yes, and that’s why you have become so callous,” l said silently, 

Khushi had started showing some movement in her hands, which J 
was gradually increasing, maybe because of the pain. In a little while, 
she was literally shaking her hands to gcL rid of the needles picrcin. 
her hand. Seeing her, I panicked and asked the nurse to do something 

”Shc is in a sub-conscious state where everybody reacts this way 
Nothing new/' she answered, completely ignoring my panic. 

Maybe not for her, b lie it was definitely new for me. 1 was not abh 
to stand seeing my better-halt in that state. I was getting frustrated by 
the nurse’s behavior but 1 knew wc were not in a position to do anythinjj 
which might add to our miseries* 1 stood beside Khushi, holding lu 1 
hands in mine in order to prevent her from taking off the saline utl 
ventilator tubes. 

“Apart from you, everybody cati leave this room/' the nurse said 
pointing at me, 

A Why? H ] asked her in a gentle tone. 

'"We are going to begin the scan and usually wc allow attendants to 
stay only if we need them. I need you to hold her hands throughout 
the scan or she might take off her saline needle.” she explained, 

Dad, Jiju and the ward boy left the room, 1 'he nurse closed the door 
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11.11 msidi- and gave 1 11 e a sleeve■ less jadect, 10 proteenne fit>m the rays 
1 .ming out of that giant white wheel, i think. She then went inside 

ilk control room to operate the machine, back in this room, I was 
mdtng, holding mv beloved/ hands, looking at her face. My heart 

1 1.11 [ ',.i i hi ng wi til G 0 d, "A ny th i ng, hi it n u t her.' 

1 Iradually f felt the strength with which she was trying to shake her 
li uiils. It was getting difficult for me to hold her firmly without hurting 
In 1 No one was around us. I steeled myself to hold 3ier tight. 

hid ! started talking to her. 

! Icy, dear, [ am so sorry if I am hurting you, but this is for your 
pi mil. i am doing this because I want you to get well soon. I am doing 
11 11 . because yon arc the best thing that ever happened to me and 1 
• I m'i want to sec that going away from me because i simply cannot 
think of living without you. Come back to me, please. Open your eyes 
md -ee, your Shona is here for you ." 

I Inkling her hands in mine, 1 bent down to whisper in her cars, 
1 i-dii, Fight for me, E : or all of us, And I promise you, we will provide, 
v• 'ii 1 lie best hospital, the best doctors, the best medicine and the best 
ntc." 

I'or rest of the few minutes, I kept seeing her face. 

Mi .m while, the nurse came in from the control room confirming 
1 I 1 n the scan was done. I realized that die sound coming from the 
hi.il June wasn’t there anymore. She opened the door and I saw Dad 
in .1 |iju standing outside, looking at me. 

With die help of the ward boy, we then .shifted her back to die 
in u her. This time, f took care ro shift die saline pouch, the urine bag 
ilk! die ventilator along with her. [ didifi want anybody to make any 
iiu'iukc this time. After shifting her back to the stretcher, rhe ward 
hiu wheeled her out of the scan room. We too were walking along with 
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ihcm. Back at the entrance* I saw the reception lady again, looking at 
me. “I am Sorry," I said and passed by her. On the way back to the ICU : 
the nurse took a different route - an elevator that led ro the ICU, Out 
entrance was prohibited. We stood there, seeing them taking her aw 
[ joined my palms, praying to God to take care of her and make Hi , 
get well soon. Then we returned to the ICU attendant-hall, hack m 
the same chairs, amid the same crowd, heating similar announcement* 

A little later, Jiju left for home after Dad insisted that he go and take! 
some rest. Dad and I spent the rest of the time in the hospital sitting 
on our chair, confined to the attendant--!iall. 

Whatever 1 had seen in the past few hours was flashing through my 
brain. Her face, her hands and my onesided conversation with her. 

"Did she recognize my voice? Did she hear me talking to her? Did! 
she want to say something ro me? These were the questions 1 w.w 
asking mysdfagain and again, lor hours, 1 struggled with these questionl 
and bad thoughts at one end, anti prayers and hopes at the ocher. 

It was 3:00 PM when Pushkar arrived at the hospital with aluiidw 
box. 1 met him while I was coming out of the restroom and updated 
him about todays CT-Scan. 

“So did the doctors talk about the reports too?' 1 he asked, 

“Nor yet- They might, during the evening counseling hours,” l said, 
Tmin... I thought so. By the way, I have got lunch for you and 
Dad and me,” he said. 

“[ think it would be better to send Dad back home, so that he can r 
have his lunch comfortably there and rest a little. He .seems to hr! 

tired." v I 

‘That’s fine. HI he here with you." 

We then moved towards the attendant-hall. 

Despite Dads reluctance, we succeeded m sending him back home* 
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I luid my lunch after that. For the next few hours, Puslikar ami I «■ >e 
, ,Iking TO each other, about our office, family and friends. And »iir 
KhushL 

It was 5:30 in the evening when wc saw Decpu coming out of the 
, levator. The visiting hours had started and I knew he was here to see 
in* sister. He sat beside us, talking about the little problem with his 
t -,,r and that it needed servicing, Dad had already told him about the 
mornings CTScan. 

When our turn was announced, we asked him to go ahead to the 
ICU. Back in the hall Pushkar and I were worried about die CT-Scan 
report. Our eves were glued to the ICU door, waiting for Decpu to 
Lome out with some update from the doctors. And nearly tiftecu minutes 
Inter, wc saw him coming out, We got up from our seats and went to 

him. 

“The doctors say that the blood clots arc still persisting m didis 
Brain. But the good thing is that they have not worsened,” he satd 
before we could ask him, 

“Anything else?’ 1 I wanted to know. 

Nothing as- such. She is in a subconscious state and moving her 
hands and legs, 

We stood near that ICU door for a while before we walked back to 
our seats, where we sat for another hour or so. Meanwhile, Dad called 
up Deepn on his cell. He wanted me to come back home. Though 1 
was not willing to leave the hospital, cite frequent announcements finally 
made me leave. According to the announcements, only the attendants 
having ICU passes were allowed to stay back on this door and dte 
checking was about to begin. We just Had two passes with us and one 
of us had to leave, I did not fcel like asking either Pushkar or Deepu to 
do so and so I agreed to go. 
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Til drop you home/' Deepu sjtid. 

"'OK/ 1 said looking at hem and Pushkin 

Have some tea at home and relax a bit. You've been here dwuM 
morning*' 1 Pushkar said, patting my shoulder. 

"I will See yon later” 

6ec you, 

While going down in the elevator, 1 was asking myselfy- and Cod i 
He poll Id answer me - when she was going to open her eyes and cal k tp ] 
me, When would E hear the doctors say that: she is our of dang: i 
When will things he alright for all of us again: I begged God to talk m 
me and answer my questions. 

Once at the ground floor, we came out of the hospital. It was cold 
outside, Deepu was saying something to me which I ignored, stuck in ] 
my one-sided conversation wirh God. Looking down at the road, Inst 
in my thoughts, I walked out of the hospital exit following Deepus 
footsteps, 

LI 1 hats our cat, over there/' Deepu pointed. 

Without responding, l followed him and got in the car. My silence 
was obtrusive. But then something happened in that car which made 
me feel good and broke my silence. The moment he started the engine, 
the music system turned on and the paused song continued: 9 I 

1 am gonna wake up.. Its nor my time to go.,, I guess I will die 
another day.,/' 

1 heard the words very clearly, coming out of the music system in 
his car that night. Making myself comfortable on the seat now, I was 
wondering if this was just another song or if it was God himself trying 
to make my conversation two-sided, or if this was Khushi somehow 
conveying what site wanted to tell me when 1 was holding her hands in 
mmc, 1 don't know what it was but, those lyrics were more than just 
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words. Or maybe It is human tendency to choose something which 
gives the maximum comfort. 

"Amen.” I wished in my heart and, feeling a little better, started 
i.liking to Deepu, 

We reached home and after a while Deepu was about to leave when 
1>ad asked him to have dinner first, so that he did nr have to come 
back again, in the living room 1 saw Jiju and Daan playing with each 
other. Seeing me, Nee.ru prepared some tea for both Jiju and me. For 
die next half an hour, the entire family was in the living-room. That 
night, we had out dinner at around nine, after which Deepu Icfr for 
ihe hospital l wanted to go back to the hospital with him, but I knew 
S us ant was going ro accompany him there tor the night. Moreover, 
someone at home mentioned that Susant would be traveling to 
Chand igarh tomorrow and would ret urn alter two or three days. 1 
thought I'd replace him on those successive nights, Pushkar was 
supposed to leave for his office that night for some important calls. 

I spent that night in her room again, on her bed. Before closing my 
eyes 1 recollected moments from our happy days and prayed to God to 
heal her. And so another day in my Life passed in prayers, hope and 
anxiety, 

i* 



The next day was pretty much like the previous one. Dad, Jiju and i 
were at the hospital by 10:30 AM. Deepu told us about the doctors' 
plan lo operate on her thighs and jaw that very day. According to 
them, she was in a better condition now and thus they were going 
ahead with the surgery We were asked to replace a jaw-place at the 
hospital bank, as the doctors were going co use one while operating on 
her jaw. Moreover, we had co arrange four blood donors ior replacement 
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as approximately four units of blood was going to be used for rln 
Operation, 

I didn't know about this blood-replacement principle earlier. Dad J 
told me [bar whenever a blood unit is used for a patient, the Same 
amount has to be replaced by die attendants of the patient, usual l> 
within twenty-four hours. It was nor about getting some certified blood 
from a blood bank - what we needed was people who would donate 
their blood in this hospital's blood donation center, 

‘ .So we are now supposed to search four donors whose blood grouph 
ate A+ and are willing to give us blood in (hr next twenty-four hours? 

I asked Dad. I knew that, in her entire family, only her Dad was At 
and everyone else was G+, even me. 

"No, for replacement, donors can be of any blood group. The only 
condition is chat an equivalent number of units needs to be donated. 
And wc already have arranged the donors," Deepu clarified. 

“Who are they? 11 I asked 

“Two of Susan; s close friends, ihe admin from Khushi's company 
and me," 

“Even 1 can be a donor. We can ask one of Susanfs friends to stay 
back/'I said, 1 

II Everybody is hereby now and we should judiciously use persons from 
our family to donate blood. I here can be worst- case scenarios any moment, 
where we might not find others to donate blood on time. Remember, if 
vo li donate blood now, you cant for die next 3 months, He had a point. 

1 just wished that the worst-case scenarios would not arrive. 

“I will go with Susan; $ friends to the blood bank and after chat I 
will leave for home. Need to have some food before donating blood,” 
he said and went off. 

My cell phone rang, then, 1 looked at my watch while taking the 
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II from my pocket. It was J 1:00 and I knew this was moms call. She 
would ring me twice everyday to get an update about our discussions 
illi the doctors, 

"Stir Sri AkaL Mumma,” l said, moving out ol the crowded hall. 
'S&tSriAkal, hem. How are you?” 

"I am fine, l low is your backache? Any relief?” 

"Its the same as before. It becomes troublesome at times, but i am 
line. Any update on KhushE s condition?’ 

I told her about the doctors decision to operate on Kliushi today 
and the blood replenishment thing. She expressed concern about the 
operation and I. tried to comfort her, saying it was because Klaus hi was 
better today that the doctors could take this decision, As usual, she 
1 3so asked me about Khushi's mother and rest of the family. Before 
banging up, she consoled me, as always, saying chat Clod is great and 
would take care of hen 

"Yeah, J know she will he line. You take care and L will call you 
again in the evening.” With that, I hung up and moved back to the 
attendant-hall to locate Dad and jiju. 

“They are going to start the operation at 1:30,” Dad told me. 

'Do we need to do any tiring else for the operation, apart from the 
donors and the jaw-plate replacement?” 1 asked, 

"1 asked but, according to the doctors, we don’t need to do anything 
else at our end,” 

J he operation began on tame, that afternoon. 1 was told that it was 
going to take at least three hours. We all were now sitting in a different 
waiting-hall on the D floor of the building. In front was a door with 
"OT” written on it and a red bulb above it which was switched on. 

The anxiety and tire chill were back in me and I think it was the 
same with all of us. We were scarcely talking. Stranded between fear 
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and. hope, pacing up and down the waiting-had. Time stood still. 
Minutes passed like hours, hours like days, And all along, there v, - n 
our fears and hopes, battling with each other, winning and Losing® 
different moments. 

I stood at the window, watching the traffic outside and the weatii® 
which was changing drastically. All of a sudden it was getting dark ■ 
Black clouds hovered in the skies of Faridabad. It was going to rain 
heavily, 1 was still looking through the window when my phone rangj 
It was Happy. I picked up his call, 

“Hey! Happy veerj' i 

“Hev! How is my brother doing and how is mybhabhi now?" 

“They are operating on the fractures in her thighs and jaw. Its going'’ 
to take two more hours.” 

“But when 1 last called, you said the doctors were not going 10 
operate on her so soon?” 

“Yes, but this morning they said that she was in a better condition 
to be operated now.' 

“That means she is improving/' 

"I hope so. 1 just want to see her wellyw/' I said in a low voice. 

“Oh, come on, buddy She is going to be absolutely fine. See, she 
has shown some improvement, that’s why the doctors have gone ahead 
with the operation. Its just a matter of time and we will be danthij 
together to the bears of hhangra at your engagement... What say? ! 
tried to console me and make me feel better 

'Tcah>" 1 said. “I just need her so badly,., every damn thought la 
shaking me inside and,.. You know how madly i love her. I feel so 
lonely in this crowd just because I am not able to talk to her.” 

“I know dean But take rhis as a challenge, as a test, and I am .sure 
you will come out of it with flying colors, just think of the good dim 
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which is going co come after this hard time, when she will open her 
ves and talk to you. ” 

1 wished every single letter of what lie said would come true, no 
matter what. I was about to ask him something when, all of a sudden* 

I started losing his voice, 1 could see water splashing on. the window, a 
lew inches from my nose. In no time, it had started raining heavily and 

I l could say was. :: T can’t hear you.,. Its raining heavily,” before the 
phone got disconnected. 

I looked out of the window to see people rushing into die hospital 

II to their vehicles. Seeing that rain, all of a sudden l had rhis unbearable 
urge co hear her voice. She used to enjoy the rains while talking to me 
i nd, maybe because of that, 1 too had developed a romantic tendency 
in talk to her when ic rained. It was a long time since I had last heard 
he r voice and I badly wanted to hear my beloved voice again. 

1 ran outside in that heavy rain. I searched for a cyber cafe and 
satisfied any urge by listening to the voice messages she left for me 
while 1 was abroad. 

1 was completely drenched from outside. 

And from inside. 

### 

1 J/frr evening* just like any weekday evening* 1 am playing snooker with my 
friends at my office's health dub. 

Kirns hi is giving me missed calk, wanting me to call her. The balance in 
Ur celt phone is low. But I am not calling her back lam busy playing my 
' ''tine. In a couple of months there is a Snooker tournament in Info.sys r 
fthubanmwtri and /am practicing hard for it. 

My phone rings for the third time. I disconnect. 

She calls again. lam pissed off and pick up the call 
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“What?" 

"Why aren't you picking up the phone?" 

Taw practicing snooker. You know that lam busyp laying at this time, * 

rt You don't have time for me? Not even five m mutes ?" . 1 1 

“Khiuht, please! Can we talk Liter? They all are waiting fir my shot * 

*0k> bye ." V 

I keep my cellphone far away from the snooker table ami resume playing 
An hour later, after winning the rack of the last game, / go hark to pick mn 
phone. 

There is a message in it. Twm her. 

V might he happy 2 win d tournament 
ht someday u might b sad, wen u might 
wish 2 tlk 2 me ht / might not h able 2 do so. 

### 

& fl 

Nothing changed. liven after four days, things remained the same - 
her unconsciousness, the doctors’ inability to .say anything detinue, 
our fears, our prayers and our tears. 

Time and again, we were asking the doctors if we needed to take any 
second opinion on her treatment. If we could get her treated somewhere 
else before it was too late, But they were noncommittal. 

With each passing day, her battle with death was getting more 
difficult. Constantly being on the ventilator, she got pneumonia, her! 
lungs were lacking blood. She started bleeding somewhere inside bet 
intestine. She had already been given ten units of blood but her ia.Hu 
blood pressure didn’t gain any sustenance. 1 I 
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The threat of the worst changed me. All ot a sudden, I started 
believing in all Linds of superstitions and myths. Had anyone told 
: lic - "Pick up a few pebbles from the road and ear them. It will save 
her.” - 1 would have done that too. 1 was so desperate to make her well 
that i was ready to do anything. Anything. Without a second thought. 

The mental burden 1 was carrying - we all were carrying - was just 
too much. Waiting, hoping for some good news, which we did not get. 
Instead, the bad news, the new miseries kept piling on. 1 could even 
led my helplessness and frustration leading to a mental breakdown. 
And it was hard to stay positive and not lose my cool and patience. 

Later that evening, the doctors permitted us to rake a second opinion 
for her treatment, Which meant that they fell they could nor do more. 
Her condition was deteriorating. 

We all made up our mind. Apollo Hospital was out last medical 
hope. 

Moving a patient who was so serious was going to be the roughest 
pan of her treatment. Taking her om from the atmosphere of a 
protected JCU into the open air full of bacteria and viruses, then her 
transit from baridabad to Delhi in an ambulance, running amid the 
busiest traffic - all this involved so much risk. Even the thought of it 
•.rive me jitters, A single mistake could lead ro disaster. But we had no 
other a!temarive. 

The next day, we all were geared up tor the big task, 1 remember 
well, it was Mahdvir Jay ami and. in my heart-1 had this feeling that we 
,11 were going to do well on that auspicious day. 

But face kept threatening us time and again. Wc were about to rake 
her out of rhe hospital when her dad was asked to do something. We 
were given a set of documents to be signed and the last one was a 
disclaimer which read: 
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“The patient's condition is serious and this entire transition is being 
done on the wish of patients family. In case of any further damage I 
which may/may not lead to the death of the patient, the hospital will J1 
not be held responsible," 

Her father signed that paper and we came out after making tin - 
entire payment, 

fn the next hail an hour, we were on the road. Every single minute 
involved extreme caution. Throughout, 1 kept saying Gods name in 
rny heart, h was Lite JirsL time I had been in an ambulance. Being in an | 
ambulance is so different from being on the road, watching nt 
ambulance. 1 never knew it was so frightening; The siren kepi torturing 
me. Every tiling was going fine, still, every now and then, I kept askij 
rhe doctor with up. And, every time, his response was positive. 

Passing those forty-five minutes of restlessness, we finally reached 
Apollo. They immediately took her to the ICU and we were asked to 
complete the formalities, ft took us almost an hour after which we 
were allowed to see her just once. 1 was the last person to leave die* 
ICU. I stood there in front of a new doctor who was going to handle 
her case, 1 Ic was the senior-most person amid all those people in whin- 
aprons and his team got busy studying the MRI and X-Rays. I wanted 
to talk to him. But when he appeared in front of me, waiting lor me to 
say something, I just could not, 

"What happened?” be asked, placing his band on my shoulder. 

I 1 - i r 

"Yes?” $ 

I looked down, trying to speak. 

“San! What happened?” lie raised my chin, 

"Can you save her for me?' was all i could say before tears ran down 

* r 

my face. 
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"That's what we always try to do here. Don't worry, things will get 
better. You take, care of yourself. We will Lake cate of her.” 

Somebody called him and lie got busy again, studying her reports. 

1 came out of the ICU, The toughest job of the day was over. She 
was successfully admitted in her new hospital. There was a feeling of 
victory and a new ray of hope within our hearts. 

Later that night, talking to her mom, Dad said, "She is now in safer 
hands.” 

That was the first night since her accident when 1 slept a little better. 



'J 

"But you said she was going to be alright!" 

"Sec, gentlemen, dom lose your calm. We can't promise you the 
moon. We are trying our best." 

The next evening, l was talking to die doctors. 1 hey were saying 
that her condition was deteriorating because of die fail in her platelet 
count. Suddenly, things appeared very different from what we had 
planned, what wc had hoped and expected. 

L.:uer. in the middle of the night, an alarm-bell rang when the doctors 
told ns, “Her body needs blood. ’ 

"Blood? Again?” I asked. 

“This time, we need platelets to be injected into her body. Their 
level has fallen way below the expected.” 

“We can get that from the blood bank, right?' her dad asked. 

“These ceils do hr last for more than lour to six hours. So they cant 
be stored in a blood bank. We need people who can donate plasma 
cells to her.” 

: 'So can I donate those cells?" 1 asked. 
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“Only a person whose blood group matches hers and whose cell 
match test U positive can donate, * 

"How much time do we have?” 

“We need to do this as soon as possible/ 1 they replied and returned 
to work, in haste, 

The situation was really bad. Apart from her dad, no one else in her 
entire family had the Ai blood group. And worse, he was prohibited 
from donating blood because of his old age. In die middle of that 
tough night. Deep Li, Dad and 1 were facing another challenge. 

Deep id was trying to get in touch with all possible contacts. We also 
gave 3 eat! to the HR folks in her office to see if there was any possibility 
to get a blood-match from her co-workers. 1 dialed Pushkars number 
to tell him about the wed of the moment. 

Half an hour brer, we got to hear something positive. Some guy 
from his office, whose blood group marched with hers, was ready. Bu 
our bad luck didn’t let up. He had consumed liquor that evening in a 
parry, There was alcohol in Ids blood and the test repoit -said, 
"Negative. ' 

An hour later, Decpu managed to gel some good news. Someone in 
their neighborhood had agreed to help. As soon as that person appeared* 
he was taken to the lab for the initial tests. In a while, wc learnt chat 
his blood matched the requirements and he went co donate his platelets, 
Batkin the waiting-room, we fell a little relaxed knowing that we wertj 
able to meet the immediate needs. 

After bis blood donation, 1 was talking to the person who was m> 
less than (Sods own messenger. 

'T don’t know you and 1 don’t know how to thank you,” I said. 

“If not me, then someone else"' he replied, sipping fruit juice served 
by ihe hospital staff. 
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We arranged a cab to drop him back home, 

"She is a nice person. I know lien Don’t worry; she will be fine 
.soon,” he said as he sat in the cab and shook hands with me, I didn't 
know what to say to that person. Words were not enough for the help 
lie had given us. 

At around three in the morning, Deeptfo cousin brother reached 
[lie hospital. It was his turn to stay back and we all left for home to 
rake some resc, 

But die fear that something worse would conic up again still persisted 
deep inside me. 



Her condition showed a little improvement in the next ten hours. 1 be 
plasma count in her blood was better than before. But she was not in 
a stage where the doctors could say that she was out of danger. T hey 
could not be sure of a positive development, but they gave us hope. 

Back in my hometown, my family was worried about me. It was a 
week since l had left them, hirst, my Mamma was concerned about 
KJiuslu, and then for me. She was worried about all that must be 
going on in my mind amid all this. She knew l was not doing well 
Momma wanted ro be with me at this time. She could make our that 
[ needed her. Site too wanted to be with me. My father said she had 
not been feeling well for the last two days, She wanted to sec Kims hi, 
the girl site had been calking to for months, 

When 1 called her Lip. she asked me if I could come back to liet and 
then, both of us could return to Riridabad, 1 bad no idea what I should 
do, though I wanted her to be with me, 

Then, something else came to my attention, as I was living with her 
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family. The people visiting her home were making me self-conscious* 
When her family was questioned about my identity. When they were 
asked, :< So he is staying with you? Since a week?" Such questions made 
me apprehensive. Was 1 making their Life uncomfortable? People at 
times talk .shit, 1 knew that. I was not bothered about myself, but I 
didn’t want to be the source of trouble and gossip about their family. 

In next twenty-four hours, a few more units oi blood platelets were 
given to her. We managed ro get the support of everyone in her office. 
Their HR asked for donations through mails from the employees. 

Soon things seemed to he getting better. Our endless efforts were 
showing results. Her blood platelet count was returning to normal 

Later that evening, Kbushik dad cold me that my mom had called 
him up, He said that my family needed me. 

'••Your morn was so worried. She wants to see you and she wishes to 
be here. Ef you wish, you can go back and bring her with you/ 

I understand her situation. But 1 done want to leave Khushi in this 
condition." 

“We all arc here to take care of her. Lets think wisely and handle 
things well. 1 will leave the- decision to you." 

“I will talk to the doctors and then make my decision/ 

I went to the doctors chamber. There was a lady doctor whom I had 
sometimes seen diagnosing Khushi, She was parr of the team handling 
her case. 

"Maam, can I talk to you for a while? 1 ' 

“Yes/ And before 1 could walk up to her desk, she asked, “You arc 
from rhe family of the patient on bed number 305, tight? 11 

“Uh. .. Yes, Ma'am/ i 

“Tell me/ j 

' Li M a a m, due eg ccrtai n re asons m y J am 1 ly wants me back for a shore 
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ti me. My mom needs me and I have to bring her here along with toe. 
As im nor men tally prepared to do this, I want your suggestion/ 1 
was silent fora moment, then added, “You understand what l mean?” 

'I do," she said and asked me, “May I know your relation to the 
patient?" 

"She i.s my fiancee/ 

"'Oh, 1 thought you were family, 

“By now, I am a member of her family/ I said very dearly. 

She looked at me for a while and then looked at my hands. 

lL Jusi two days before our engagement, she met with this accident. 
Its fust the ring that's left, otherwise she is my fiancee,” 1 clarified for 
her as she looked for die ring on my finger. 

She looked aside and diouglu tor a while, then turned back to me, 
smiling with affection, and said. “Thank you/ 

"Sorry?" 1 wondered what she meant, 

"You know, iter face, her brain and her entire body have suffered so 
much damage.., ” 

“Yes, I know/ 

“We are trying our best, bur there: is no guarantee that, for the rest 
of her life, she will be as beautiful as she was before. You know that 
too/ 

"Yes, I know/ 

"That you arc standing by her, knowing all this, is what made m.c 
thank you... In my profession, I have seen several instances where 
the girls' in-laws tend to break things up with them at the earliest. 
Being a woman, J understand how much that girl and tier family 
need your support. And more than that 1 understand bow much you 
love her/ 
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I was silent For a while. Then, in a shaking voice, I asked her, “Can 
you save my love? 

“God will help us all to save your love," She put Iter hand on my 
shoulder* trying to comfort me and raise my hopes. 

Then J asked her what I had come ro ask her. 1 explained dir 
condition hack home and asked if J should go back to gee my mom, I 
am not .sure what! should do, I don’t want to leave Khushi here in chit j 
condition to get my mom.” 

“Listen, She is going to need you chc most when she opens her eyev 
And, with God’s grace, if everything goes fine, ir will still take four < ■ 
five days." I 

K Four or five days ? I 

"Yes. Till then, she will be on sedatives. So it's hater that yon gO \ 
[jack and do whatever needs to be done, so iliac you can come back at 1 
the right time. 1 can understand your moms state too and I would 

advice you to go back home, meet your mother and then bring li i 

1 i9 
here. 

Hearing her answer, I made up my mind to go back to my pare till 
and then return to Fnridabad by the next week. 

The next morning, I saw Khushi for the last time before hoarding 
plane back ro Bhubaneswar. She was calm and unconscious. I kept stm ni| 9 
at her face for a while, In my heart, I talked to her. “I will come bai U .unJ 
you will see me when you open your eyes. See you soon, my dear 1 ' 

J kissed her hand and l. left that place. 



Back in my hometown, my presence helped morn get better. 3 . huh i in 
kept encouraging me. We all were going through the worst pin 
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our lives. Yet. our being together allowed us to stay positive. I saw 
rhem praying, every hour of their life, pleading to God to save Klnish i's 
life for me, and for them. 

Every few 1 tours I would phone Faridabad. Every time i called up, i 
was desperate to hear something positive. And three days later, we 
finally did hear something positive. The doctors revealed drat she has 
shown a considerable amount of improvement, Her blood pressure 
I sad stabilized, the platelet count was normal and she was better than 
she had ever been in the past two weeks, though she still had not 
i ega i ned c o n sc i o usness. 

it was Friday night, I remember. 

J thanked God like anything. We all thanked I lim. Tb.u news brought 
mne happiness ro sorrowful faces. After their ambiguous statements, 
the doctors had started making better remarks now. Even chough they 
■.fill used to end with, “We believe she is doing good, But to be sure we 
Live to wait rill .die regains consciousness," 

Therefore* each one of us was waiting for her to open her eyes, 

As soon as I got the good news, i boarded the bus to Bhubaneswar. 

I wanted to book air tickets to Faridabad for my entire family. In haste, 

I skipped my dinner too. Moments later, 1 was in the third row, 
i n cupving the extreme right seat in the bus, Inside^ the lights were 
11 .u ned off. The window pane on my right was open and 1 could see the 
moon and the stars shining in tire sky, I was happy, 1 kept staring at 
i!,r sky for hours before I felt cited enough ro sleep, i could foel my 
yes getting heavier, 1 leaned my bead against the window and rested 
fur a while. 

And then, after several minutes* something strange happened, 
nicelling which I could not believe* Shuffling in my sleep, 1 turned 
io my left. And I was speechless the next second. 
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She was sitting right beside me, 

Khusbi was sitting right beside me. 

My shocked eyes kept staring at her. 1 tried to speak but could not, 
Hundreds-of questions ran through my mind sn that one intrant and I 
could not decide which one I should ask first, 1 looked here and there; 
In the darkness, every other passenger was sleeping. 

She smiled. The accident had left no marks on her face or her body. 
She appeared so beautiful, just like she had always been. She was wearing 
her engagement sari. 

I was still struggling to understand how this could be. 

Very innocently she put her hand to my forehead, sliding u down 
to my cheek and resting it there. Iheu she asked me. How are you 

dear?" 9 

I tried to speak, but my mouth w r as dry l swallowed. T done believe 
tlris, You were... How...?"Those questions remained incomplete, 

"1 know what you are wondering. Brit l a in here for you. Only for 
you* 

"But yo Li we rc fa r aw ay fro ] n me, i n Apol lo.,. tin conscious... I was 
trying to accept whatever l was seeing. 

(. lcntSy, she kept answering my queries, " A lion a I can never be away 
from you, I was always here., and will always be here. Right beside you, 

forever." 

I could see her love for me in those eyes. Something in me .started 
believing that whatever was happening was true. J was Iceling 
comfortable and delighted. 

Alter a few moments oE silence l spoke, J missed you so much, 
KhushJ. For two weeks I couldn't talk to you and you were.,. 

"Shhhbhr She held her finger to my lips, not allowing me to speak 
further. H know how votive been missing me. I am sorry dear, 1 hats 
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why* despite all obstacles, I have come to you — the one 1 love. 14 

She kissed me. 

And then, she had a small box in her hands, I watched her opening 
u in front of me. It was the engagement ring that she got for me. With 
her beautiful smile, she brought the ring out and looking up, she took 
my hand. 

"'But wc will be doing this in front of everyone rutl" l asked her. 

' \ab. 1 can’t wair that long,” 

"But why?” 

'J don’t have much time." 

"What do voll mean vou don’t have much time?” 

j j 

Shhh,,, You ask too many questions."’ she said, sweetly tweaking 
mv nose. Ami then, looking straight into my eyes, she continued, 
"Because I am dying to he yours... Hey, handsome! Will you marry 

111C: 

Ln that moment of happiness, 3 could not utter anything. I just 
nodded. 

She slid chat beautiful ring onto my third finger and, to my surprise, 

I noticed the ring I got for her was already on her third finger. 

i hugged her and kissed her forehead and lips, Wc held hands, 

After few minutes of romantic silence, she suddenly recalled 
something- "Why did you skip your dinner? You are hungry na." 

‘"No, 1 am nor,” I said, but she didn’t believe me and opened tier 
bag to get another box out. It was the tiffin-box she used to take to her 
office, 

"See what I have made for you,” 

"Hey! fiajma ch&w&lF I almost shouted, troubling the sleeping 
passengers. 


iyy 
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With her own hands she fed me mv favorite dish, We kept talking. 
She, mole than L We shared the last bite after which she said to me, 

' Dorn skip your meals. You have to cake care of yourself. 

1 didn’t reply. I was: feeling her fingers in my hand. 

"Promise me,’ 1 she said. 

,L \Vhat?” I asked, districted, making irregular figures on her palm 
with my fingers, playing with her ring. 

LL Promise me you will take care of yourself.. Always. 

"Why?" ,| 

Mysteriously, she replied, "Because I may not be able to bring rajma 
ehawM for you all the time," .And she laughed. She looked cute. She 
kissed me again on my forehead and looked deep into my eyes. 1 felt 
something different m that kiss. in her eyes. 

And then, just like a kid, she asked me, "Listen, ! want to rest my 
head on your shoulder for a while. 

And so she rested on my left shoulder. We were still holding hands. 
A few moments of silence passed. ! checked to see if she was asleep 
while trying to release my hand from hers. She wasn't, She didnt allow 
me to take my hand away: She wanted me to hold her tight. 

1 took her in my arms when she said, Shona! 1 hank you h>i giving 
me the love of my life. 11 

i didnt reply, but kissed her hair. We didn’t talk much. 1 wanted 
her io rest. Afrer so long, we had these moments together. Some more 
lime passed- 1 don’t know how much, And then, all of a sudden, l felt 

something hitting my forehead. 

What was that? I could nor understand. But I could hear something. 
Some sound, some kind of vibration, bothering me. for a few seconds 
I could not figure out what it was. i was struggling to open my eyes, 

! found else window pane on my right was still open and rny head 
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was resting against the grill. Maybe I bit my head against it in my 
sleep, l was regaining my senses. In rny pocket, my cell phone was 
ringing. 

It was still dark inside the bus, A gust of wind brought me completely 
our of my sleep. Outside die sky was calm, the moon was losing its 
sheen, the stars were disappearing. It was early dawn. 

And all of a sudden l realized -- the ring was missing from my finger, 
l immediately turned to my left looking for her, But she wasn’t there. 
I got scared. I stood up and looked here and there in order to find her. 
But 1 could not sec her She was gone, I doiu know where. 

The phone in my pocket was still ringing and in my confusion I 
quickly pulled it out. 

"Khushi calling..." it displayed, 

I checked my wrist watch. It was 4:00 AM. It was an odd time to call. 

"It must be urgent/' l thought and picked up the phone. “Hello?" 

But 1 didn't get any response from the other side, though I could 
hear somebody's breath. 

“Dad? 51 

"Beta,,. 55 

I was right. It was Khushi s dad. "Yes, Dad?" i said. 

He spoke after a long silence. "Beta.,-it’s a sad news. Our Khushi is 
no more. She left us a few minutes back..." 

"But she was here with me a few minutes back...” I heard someone 
inside me Screaming but not a sound came out. 


Something heavy stuck my heart, a terrible blow. My eyes widened. I 
froze. Some kind of coldness crawled within me. My muscles could 
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not move. My heart seemed to alternately stop beating and pump 
furiously My brain went numb. 1 lost control over myself and ihr 
echo of that message beat against my eardrums. 1 done remember, 1 
can't recall anything else. 

“Wahegnru . Waheguru ... Waheguru, ,. ”was all that came out of me, 

after which the phone fell out of my hands. 

I was blank. All rhat came to my mind vfis - 1 need to go hack 
home, to my parents. At the mid-way stop, I got off the hue and boarded 
one that went back to Huda. A different sore of calm had come over 
me. I wasn't crying. 

When, hours later, 3 opened the door to my house, I saw my parent! 
staring at me wondering why l was hack. I stood there staring back at 

them in response. 

I was still calm. 

■\ hen, summoning all my courage, 1 mid them the saddest news of 
my life. 

As soon as mom heard, site gripped my wrist and looked at rhe 
pictures of prophets and tiods on out wall m anger. Dad buried hil 
face in his hands. Mom cried. Dad cried and their cries echoed in that 
room. 1 was still calm, Or maybe it was a numbness. Nothing seemed 
to agister in my mind. E looked at them for a while and then left them 

to go into my room. 

! lay on my bed, pulling the blanket completely over me. 1 curled 
up there, squeezing my hands between my thighs. 

I cried, 
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I or past few hours, ivc were seeing 
die signs of improvement in hen but all of a sudden her blood pressure 
fell down drastically. The impact was so much that le led to her heart 
collapse,' 1 said the doctors. 

The farm ly wanted to see her. 

1 he doctors said they couJdn’c band over the body to the family. 

i.Did you notice? Yes, body. That’s what they said. She no longer had 
a. name. She was just a body, A dead body.) 

It was an accident and the police had to be involved, there were 
icgal formalities to he taken care of, after which her body was to he 
raken for die postmortem. The family pleaded with them to spare her 
from the autopsy, but die authorities drove her to a place where the 
rest of her mortal remains were torn apart, 

far away from ah that was happening, I was still in a state of shock. 

E he truth was so hard to accept. I don’t know what happened later, 
but 1 con id imagine what was happening at her place... J heard those 
cries oi pain around me. I saw her fingers, ant] J clutched ^ lL l ]£r ring in 
my right pocket. I saw her being swathed in white and 1 grabbed her 
colorful sari close to my heart. Something within me was going numb, 
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realising that I could nor be there during her Iasi morn.cuts. 

Moments later, I could beel that something innocent was being 
burnt. 

I didn't even get a chance to kiss her dead hand. ,, 

A. dead silence persisted in my bouse. Unlike me, my parents cried 
in private, for they bad to strengthen me. They didn't even get to see 
the girl clidr son wanted to marry. 

In the evening, Old bonked the tickets and die ncxr day, both of us 
left for Faridabad. 


A day later, in die afternoon, 1 opened the door to their house. Amidst 
everyone (I didn’t know them all), I noticed her mom and \ rushed to 
bug her, before w r e both burst into tears, 

The irony of it... The home, which was going to sparkle in 
celebration of their daughter s engagement, had such a different 
atmosphere now, Bsoplc m dull clothes sat on i giant mac cress on the 
floor of the vacant drawing room. There were whispers and there were 
sudden cries. And there were those eyes in which rhe tears had dried 
up. A curse had fallen upon us all. 

Amid the ordeal of surviving without her, at her home, the very 
place where she was brought up and nurtured, my day passed somehow. 
Evening approached. More distant relatives, more acquaintances had 
arrived. And this led to more cries and more teats. Seeing ad tills, I 
wanted to run away to some place svhere I could he alone with just her 
memories for company,,, to room 301 maybe... 

Everything was so unbelievable. Yet, it was real. 

it got dark at about eight. 1 was at a photo-studio getting a picture 
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of my dead girlfriend framed, to keep in rhe gurudwara during the last 
prayer for her, scheduled for the next day. Guess which picture. 

li was one of those, which she stayed awake till dawn to send me, 
when I was sn iny US office. Never in my worse nightmare co uld 1 h a vc 
thought that someday I'd be using her picture for this purpose. 

When the shopkeeper handed me the frame, 1 happened to look 
into her eyes in that picture. They were beautiful. 

Seconds later, 1 felt Ami dis fingers wiping my wet eyelashes. We 
paid and left for home. 

The next day we all assembled in the gurudwara, A last prayer lor 
the peace of her departed soul. The moment l entered, my ga/e fell 
upon her photograph which was now decked with flowers. No one on 
earth would want to see his girlfriends picture decked with flowers. It 
just kills you. And it’s so hard co face this truth again and again and, 
yet, restrain yourself in front of everybody. 

She still appeared so beautiful, 

Everyone gathered there was dressed in white, A few people were 
praying, When 1 passed by the row of ladies, 1 heard a few murmurs, 
“This h the guy who was going to marry her.” 

J. heard but I ignored them and made my way to the extreme corner, 
away from my dad, her dad, her family and God, 

I don't remember what happened and for flow long I was there. I 
was with .her in my memories. And, subconsciously I was following 
the actions of rhe others. When they stood up, I srood up. When they 
bowed: I bowed,. In ;i few hours, l think, it was all over... except for tin 1 
pain in my aching heart. 

Back at her home that afternoon, the family which was to host a 
dinner celebrating the engagement was now hosting her funeral lunch. 
The cooks who had been booked to prepare a lavish cuisine were now 
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preparing something else. The people who got engagement invitations 
a lew days ago were now gathered for such a different reason- And 
where was 3,., ? 

Serving lunch to the people who didn't even know me, 

In die comer of that room* I saw my own bee mocking rue. 

The day ended and the night arrived again. And while 1 wished that 
her soul may rest in peace, my own soul was restless within. 1 was 
trying to sleep, but sleep was far from me. images from the time 1 had 
spent with her kept running through my mind for a long rime. I hats 
the last thing 1 remember. L don't know when that far away sleep came 
near and embraced me, 


“Hey! He is back!" 

“OoooooGobhhi Come on, everybody. Ravin's back after his 
engagement.' 

Two days later, I was back in my office. Apart from one or two 
people,, no one was aware how reality had drastically changed for me, 
how tilings were so different from what everyone assumed, 

And, unaware, my friends and colleagues rushed to me the moment 
they saw me corning out of the elevator on our floor. Eli no time, before 
I could say anything, 1 found myself enclosed in an irregular circle of 
people. They were shouting, singing and demanding a treat from me. 

I stood silently. 

Someone shouted, Hey, show us your ring,” Someone eke in the 
crowd pulled at my right hand, looking for it. 

1 still stood silently. 

But the entire floor kept looking at the gathering around me, from 
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fa l" away, a few folks shouted, 'Congrats! Buddy.'" 

"Where is the ring? Hid you forget it in the shower? Or have you 
dumped it in some bank's locker?” 

"Hahahahaf 1 

“Hey. come on, Speak up.' 

And 1 was looking at the floor, watching nothing, gathering the 
strength to speak, 

“If she gets to know that you aren't wearing her ring, isn't she gonna 
shout at you?’' someone joked. 

And 1 raised mv face to face them all. Some of them noticed my 
* * 

damp eyes and they stopped their jokes, 

"She will never shout at me/' 3 said softly to the people in front of 
me. A few heard, a few did not. 

"Why not? 1 lave you started scaring her?” asked a voice from behind 
me, "Hah ah aha!" 

I turned and fated everybody My eyes told them my misery. And ! 
just managed to say, "Because she is no more." 


She died, I survived. 

Because l survived, 1 died everyday. 

I was bound bv mv stars to live a lonely life, Without her, 1 felt so 
alone. Though the fact is that it's jusi she who is gone and everything 
else is the same. But this "tverything ike" is nothing to me... 

] miss her in my days. 1 miss her in my nights. 1 miss her every 
moment of my life. 

And I'll idl you what this loneliness feels like, what it feels like to 
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live a life without she person you loved more than anything or anyone'jj 
else in the world: 

Recalling something about hen you happen to laugh and in no 
time* sometimes even as you laugh, you taste your own tears, 

The more you want to avoid romance around you, the more y< 
will find it. If will torture yon. You will see couples kissing and huggu 
each other, resting their heads on each others shoulders. You will seg| 
them everywhere, even in the movie halls where you’ll want to spend a 
lew hours in darkness. You will find a pair sitting next to you. doing all 
that you, some time in rite past, did with your beloved. You will fed 
pain, your heart will bleed. And. very calmly, you will walk on pretending 
you didn’t see anything. 

Your friends will talk about yet another hot chick. Rut ail the good- 
looking girls on this planet will fail to attract you. Nothing excites 
you, even your sexual desires go into hibernation. While working out 
in the gym, you will try to life the heaviest weights. Later, standing 
under the shower, you will cry hard but nobody will hear you. The 
splashing of the shower will mask the sounds of your sobbing. 

You will search for and consume anything rhat can erase your memory. 

And, believe me, your life will appear worse than death. 

Every thing chat brought a smile to my face had now started torturing 
me. Occasionally surfing the Internet, the shaadi.com ad would flash on 
my computer screen and bring me back those old memories. 1 remember 
how she used to tell me that, after our marriage, we would put a success 
story on the website, 1 never knew I would be writing a tragedy. 

At times, 1 fete like a drug addict who badly needs his next hit. But 
at least an addict has his drugs.., 1 felt suffocated, As If something was 
stopping my breath. As if something was choking my soul. 

I got scared of things. I don’t know what they were, but they wouldn’t 
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let me sleep. And, like a kid. I’d rush to my mom, to deep beside her. 
She would pat my forehead. Stall, for hours, I would stare at the fan 
rotating above me. 

If ever I fed asleep, 1 would wake to nightmares, screaming. The 
time was always 4-00 AM. 
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The Present 


2tt” July 2007 

A very special day. A day of celebration and mourning. 

Another evening arrives, so similar and so different from the ondfl 
exactly a year ago. This evening, I am recalling chat evening, when 1 
received her first SMS, when we calked for the first time, on die pboiu- . 
Wanting co know - from someone, everyone and no one why 1 had m 
live both these evenings. Life would have been bliss, if 1 were to liv< 
on |y one of them, bur not both. Had the second not arrived. 1 would 
have been kissing my engagement ring, talking to her, celebrating .i 
year of being together. Had the first not arrived, them would km 
been no second one. 

Ic was raining then and it is raining today as well, i didnt haw 4 
love life then and I have none, now, 1 never wished to have someone m 
special or co become so special to someone them nor do I feel chat waw 

today. 

but that evening she was talking to me, questioning me, laughing 
ai my sense of humor, hut she is not doing that today I didnt know 
her at ail then, today she lives somewhere dose to my soul. 

When I took back, I laugh and cry over those moments. They bring 
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back such mixed feelings that make me so restless. Should i celebrate 
or should I weep? Look what I had, look what I lost... 

I remember, while talking to her, how 1 had brandished my invisible 
sword in the air in front of an invisible audience, and announced like a 
king, "This day will be celebrated throughout the nation and declared 
a public holiday henceforth. Schools and colleges will remain closed 
on this day. This will be a second Valentines Day for people in love.” 

And she had laughed at my craziness. 

When. 1 took back now. \ am relieved that 1 wasn't a king and there 
was no teal audience lor, had they come to me now and asked me to 
celebrate, L would have no answers, 

1 Icrc I am, feeling so alone even in the most crowded of places, And 
without my better half, this remaining half is getting worse day by 
day So much pain, so much grief... Evert die tears have dried up. 

But still. I have to sustain myself 1 have to live and 1 have to laugh.,. 

And, therefore, on tins dav in my office when there is nobody on 

’ y t 

my floor, I open her picture on my computer, I tease her, pinch her 
nose, run my fingers over her eves, cheeks and beautiful lips, kiss her 
passionately again after so long and say “Congratulations! Were now 
been a couple for a year, 3 days of fighting and 362 days of love. Hot 
that bad hiutnl' 

And I run to the washroom to wash away my tears, I don't want to 
cry today. 

/ r 

The day passes in an effort to laugh and to be happy by any means. 
How night has arrived. Lying down on my bed, ! wonder... If I were 
in her place and she in mine, what would her life have been like? 
Would site have been able to survive without me? Would she be living 
just for the sake of livings for the sake of her family the way I do now? 
Would she still have faith in Cod, which I lost long back? Would her 
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family be iKhiking of another march for her? Would she, one day, 
forger me? 

# I 

One yearliUer. 

Things around me have returned to what they were some two yean 
ago, before Khuslii came into my life. The romantic movies on my 
video shelf have been replaced by action movies. 3 am sleeping on time, 
as there are no late-night calls now. My Orient status has rolled back 
from "'committed to single . I didm want to change it because I still 
fed committed to her. Bur the awkward questions from people on my 
scrapbook made me. 

With her. everything eke has gone - my dreams, my happiness, my 
good-looking future and a lot more. I have changed (of course, people 
tend to). It :s been almost a year since I've laughed. But 1 have leartir to 
wear a fake smile. It’s very difficult, but it makes my parents feel that I 
am getting better, even though 1 know 3 m not. I dont talk much, 
When I am with friends, i want to be alone. When l am alone, I want 
company. Nothing comforts. 

With the arrival of night and the passing of each day, I realize that 
another day of my lonely life lias gone. So, 1 am now little closer co tin 
world where she has gone. 

And people, especially my relatives, have started to say chat 3 should 
gee married, disc my condition is not good. They dont have the courage 
to say chat to my face, so they him at it, subtly. My parents (just lih 
anybody vise’s) want to see me happy, They also fed that only some 
ocher girl co aid console me and make me forget everything and Stan a 






new 


life. 


But, another girl? 

What would 1 tell her? Thar I spent the best hour of my life in the 
lap of a girl who is not you? That I may have married you but bn still 
in love with a girl who doesn't exist? That whatever you do, every time 
1 compare you with, her, even when you kiss me? Won't I be screwing 
up so many lives - the girl's, her family T my family’s. And mine? But 
mine is already screwed up. 

I keep asking myself these questions. And because I don’t have any 
answers to them, 1 walk away whenever ibis subject comes up. And 
then my mom and dad ask me, "Where are you going? 

: I don’t know,' I say. 

"How long arc you going to escape these questions beta? You’ve gut 
to scitle down some day. ' 

<L 1 don’t feel like it,” I say Then, after a long pause, "Alright, I am 
getting late. I am leaving co see a friend of mine.' 

“Wait! You have to answer us. Why can’t you think again of settling 
down? Why can’t you think of a different girl?" 

"I cannot, Dad." 

tl But why not?” 

’"Because...” and l stop and walkaway from the discussion and n 
home. 

In the background, I hear my Dad shouting the same question "Bui 
why not?” 

"Because, to drink of another girl, i feel like a whore, t silently say 
to die emptiness around me. 
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/ am hi my neighborhood park, It is early morning. After a tong jog I am 
resting on a bench. There is a woman sitting next to me, I don’t know her. 
She h kn itting a red swatter. She is with her daughter who is on the see saw 
with another boy in that park. She is probably six yean old. 

There are a lot of people in the park A lot of kids too. I don't know any 
of them. 

lam lost in thought\ with my hands underneath my chin. The see saw, 
right in\front of my eyes, has become blurred. My eyes don t move. Interrupting 
my thoughts, l hear the loud voice of the woman sitting next to me. 

‘Dont do that■ Sit properly or you’llfall. * 

In front of my unficussed eyes, the blurred seesaw is rising up and going 
down. Then it speeds up and / hear the same voice again, 

*Don’t do that r you wilt fall .,, NoNo.,. NooooD 

AH of sudden, the other side of the seesaw doesn't come up. It stops abruptly 
The little girl is lying on the ground. I am trying to understand what has 
happened. 

I , .V; ( r . * ^ t JU ! .» , r “ I 

Her mother sitting next to me cries her name. 

■ 

Her name ,.. 

, . ■ _ . * 1 Mym p 

1 know that name. 

And, suddenly lam scared I look at her and then at her daughter. I run 
to help her, l am worried and breathing heavily / kneel to lift her up. She is 
not crying. / check her face, her hands and legsfor cuts andsempes. Innocently 
she says she isfine, lam cleaning the dirtfrom her clothes. There is a tear in 
my eye. I hold her face in my hands and tell her that it is good she isfine and 
I smile. V 

Her worried mother reaches us and takes her in her arms. I stand up and 
see she has dropped that half knit sweater on the ground. She is kissing her 
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forehead, I go back and pick the sweater up for her. 

I want to make sure if what I heard was correct or just my imagination. 
/ ask her .; ™ Whats your name? ” 

Helping her hair behind her ear, exactly in the same way she says in her 
cute voice, *My name is Khushi. ” 

/ keep staring at her fir a while. Her mother looks at me. 

I tell her .; *Its a beautiful name." 

Then I walk back home. 

### 
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